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ABSTRACT
A Phenomenological Replication Study on the Unique Challenges Experienced by
Veterans Diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) While Attending a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange
County
by Ralph Martinez
Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological replication study was to
understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans diagnosed with Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Furthermore, it was the intent of this
study to explore the current and prospective services veteran students believe were
helpful or would be helpful in promoting positive academic outcomes.
Methodology: A phenomenological approach was utilized in the development of this
qualitative research study to explore the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange counties. Moreover, this research study explores the current and
prospective services veteran students diagnosed with PTSD believe were helpful or
would be helpful in promoting their academic success and persistence. Semi-structured,
virtual interviews were conducted and recorded to illicit a deeper understanding of the
veteran students experiences as they navigate the complexities of the CSU system. The
data yielded from the interviews were coded using NVivo software which, subsequently,
established common themes.
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Findings: Analysis and evaluation of the data from the seven participants identified 13
major findings. The participants indicated their motivations for attending college, the
challenges they experienced, and the strategies they employed to improve their academic
outcomes. Furthermore, the findings revealed the support services which enhanced their
ability to achieve positive academic outcomes and persistence.
Conclusions: The conclusions of the study indicated the participants believe PTSD and
the symptoms associated with this stress and trauma related disorder presented challenges
which impaired their positive academic outcomes. The participants also identified
support services and mitigation strategies that were instrumental in increasing their
positive academic outcomes and persistence.
Recommendations: To expand the breadth and depth of this study, additional research is
recommended. The recommendations proposed include increasing the scope of the study
to explore other institutions of higher learning and increasing the sample size.
Furthermore, a comparative study encompassing private and public universities would
identify the most effective support services veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
perceive would enhance their academic outcomes and persistence.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
“What is our next mission Sir? What does the future hold for us? Sir…?
These types of conversations and thoughts are common for military members who
are transitioning out of the service. The uncertainty of leaving the military and beginning
a new life as a veteran can be terrifying and, sometimes, debilitating. Many of these men
and women have dedicated a significant portion of their lives to the service of their
country and are encouraged to seek new careers that require a higher education degree.
Research suggests the disparity between military culture and the culture in academia can
pose transition challenges for veterans (Arman, 2016; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015).
Furthermore, this special demographic of students comes with a unique set of needs not
normally observed in the traditional college student such as mental disorders (Schonfeld,
et al., n.d.).
California houses the largest veteran population in the United States. Of the 1.8
million veterans living in California, over 500,000 of them live in southern California
(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2017). Many veterans are capitalizing on the Post 9/11 GI
Bill benefits in pursuit of higher education or vocational goals. The Post 9/11 GI Bill
was created to furnish 36 months of vocational training and education benefits for
veterans and servicemembers (U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs, 2019; Arman,
2016). According to Alschuler and Yarab (2018), “[a]s troops have been drawn down
after more than 15 years of the Global War on Terror, the number of student veterans on
U.S. college campuses will increase” (p. 47).
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California boasts equal educational opportunities for all qualified veteran student
applicants; however, increases in student enrollments of transitioning military members
pose significant challenges to the California public university system akin to the impact
transitioning military members placed on the California public university system in the
1960s. According to the testimony of Dr. Clark Kerr (2009), “…back in 1960, we were
concerned with just one issue compared to the many issues which you have before you,
and that was how to handle the tidal wave of students that was coming our way” (para.
4). In 2012, there were 436,560 students enrolled in the California State University
(CSU) system and, in 2017, student enrollment was 484,297, an increase of 9% (The
California State University, 2019). Similarly, between 2012 and 2017, student
enrollment in the University of California (UC) system increased by 39,981 student
enrollees (University of California, 2019). The Accountability Report 2018 generated by
the University of California (2019) states, “[t]he continued growth following years of
constrained resources has caused several challenges, including limited resources for
instruction, increased demand for advising and other student services, and housing
shortages” (para. 31). Data that quantifies veteran student enrollment does not exist as
this type of data has not been collected consistently across the CSU and UC systems.
Although many universities provide special support services for veteran students
such as peer mentoring, priority enrollment, and mental health services (CSUSM, 2019;
UC San Diego, 2019; University of California Riverside, 2019), little research has been
conducted to explore, from the veteran student’s perspective, whether these support
services promote positive academic outcomes and persistence. Furthermore, it is
incumbent upon these public universities to determine which support services to offer this
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special population as it grows exponentially over the next decade. Consequently, public
universities may encounter difficulties in making those determinations or modifications
to current support services until they understand the lived experiences of veteran students
who have pursued or are currently pursuing their four-year degrees.
Background
The California Master Plan for Higher Education
The foundation of the modern California public university system was established
with the development and implementation of the California Master Plan for Higher
Education in 1960. The foundational underpinning of the Master Plan, as it is commonly
referred to, was to provide equal access to higher education for all qualified student
applicants due to an unprecedented increase in student enrollment during the 1950’s (UC
Institutional Research and Planning, 2017; The University of California, 2009). The
Master Plan established seven primary objectives which, according to UC Institutional
Research and Planning (2017) were:
1. Differentiation of Functions
2. Access to Differentiation of Admissions Pools Access Guarantee
3. Community College Transfer
4. Affordability and Fees
5. Cal Grant Program
6. Separate Governing Boards
7. Higher Education Coordinating Agency (pp. 1, 2).
3

The California Postsecondary Education System
California’s postsecondary education system is comprised of California State
Universities (CSU), the University of California (UC), and California Community
Colleges (CCC). The mission of each postsecondary institution was promulgated by the
Donahoe Higher Education Act (California Legislative Information, 2018). The Donahoe
Higher Education Act has been amended since it was passed into law; however, it
continues to provide the necessary direction for California’s postsecondary institutions of
higher learning (Grenier, 1990).
California State University (CSU) System
The Donahoe Higher Education Act specifies that the mission of CSUs will
include providing undergraduate and graduate-level education and will award
baccalaureate and graduate degrees in professional and K-12 educator training. Under
the provisions of SB 724, signed into law September 22, 2005, the campuses of the
California State University were then able to directly offer a Doctor of Education (Ed.D),
Doctor of Physical Therapy (DPT), Doctor of Audiology (Au.D.), and Doctor of Nursing
Practice (DNP) degrees. Another major tenet of the Donahoe Higher Education Act is
for CSUs to provide universal access for the top third of all California high school
graduates, although campus placement or academic major selection would not be
guaranteed. Furthermore, in support of the mission to provide universal access, CSUs are
to implement priority enrollment for California Community College System (CCCS)
transfer students at a ratio of one transfer student for every two freshmen enrollees
(California Legislative Information, 2018; The California State University, 2019; UC
Institutional Research & Planning, 2017).
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The California State University (CSU) system is comprised of 23 campuses
(Berkman, 2018) throughout California. The aggregate total of CSU fall enrollment for
2018 was 481,210 students, indicating a steady increase (The California State University,
2019). According to Wantanabe (2018), “[C]al State students earned 105,431 bachelor’s
degrees in 2018, up by 6% over last year to reach an all-time high” (para. 10).
University of California (UC) System
The University of California (UC) system was established in the 1860s (The
Regents of the University of California, 2019) and is currently comprised of 9 campuses.
The Donahoe Higher Education Act specifies that the UC system awards bachelor,
master and professional degrees and is the state’s primary research institution.
Additionally, in support of the major Master Plan feature of access and choice, the UC
system was to offer the top 12.5% of California high school graduates enrollment
opportunities. The UC system would also provide CCCS transfer students with
enrollment opportunities and would give those students priority access over freshman
students (California Legislative Information, 2018; The California State University,
2019; UC Institutional Research & Planning, 2017).
The Regents of the University of California reported in 2019 that there are over
230,000 students enrolled in the UC system with over 1 million alumni employed across
the globe. Furthermore, in the 2017 Accountability Report, the University of California
(n.d.) reported:
UC’s four-year graduation rates for freshmen have risen significantly over the
past 15 years—from 46 percent for the 1997 entering cohort to 64 percent for the
2012 cohort. The most recent six-year graduation rate, for the 2010 entering
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cohort, is 85 percent, which increases to 87 percent when including students who
transfer to non-UC institutions and still graduate within six years. In addition,
time to degree has steadily improved, with freshman entrants now taking 4.1
years, on average, to graduate.
California Community College System (CCCS)
The California Community College System (CCCS) is comprised of 116 colleges
(N. Arman, personal communication, October 8, 2020) across California and, as of 2019,
has over 2 million student enrollments (California Community Colleges, 2019). The
mission of the CCCS, as promulgated by the Donohoe Higher Education Act of 1960, is
to provide “…academic and vocational instruction for older and younger students
through the first two years of undergraduate education…” (Institutional Research &
Planning, 2017, p. 1). Moreover, the mission of the CCCS specifies access opportunities
to education for any potential student that may benefit from the system’s training, as well
as priority transfer enrollment in the UC or CSU system upon successful completion of
undergraduate lower-division courses (Institutional Research & Planning, 2017).
Veteran Transition to Higher Education
The transition from military service to the civilian culture can be a daunting
experience. The number of veterans enrolling in postsecondary institutions of higher
learning is steadily increasing, and the implications associated with this transition can be
challenging (Arman, 2016; Schiavone & Gentry, 2014; Ware, 2018), especially if
veterans’ ability to adapt to the new environment is stifled by a lack of support (Ware,
2018). According to Griffin and Gilbert (2015), “…differences between military and
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academic culture can pose challenges for veterans, potentially relating to their perception
of the situation” (p. 73).
There are many resources available to military members transitioning to the
civilian sector and into postsecondary education. The Department of Veterans Affairs
offers various programs to support transitioning service members as they negotiate
through their military life cycle (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2019). The
military life cycle is the transition a service member navigates throughout their career
“…to align their military career with their civilian goals” (DoDTAP, 2015, para. 1).
Understanding which benefits are available and how to use the benefits can be
intimidating for some service members, especially those exploring postsecondary
education. A National Survey of Veterans, Active Duty Service Members, Demobilized
National Guard and Reserve Members, Family Members, and Surviving Spouses
conducted by Westat (2010) indicated, “[t]hose Veterans who had not used VA education
benefits were asked why they had not used them. More than 36 percent indicated that
they were unaware of VA education and training benefits” (p. xv). This lack of
understanding of entitlement to benefits could hinder the transition from “the service” to
the civilian sector and postsecondary education. According to Arman (2016), “[a]fter
military service, many choose to embark on the journey of academia, some for the first
time in their lives and years after completing high school" (p. 22).
Transition Assistance Program (TAP)
The Transition Assistance Program (TAP) is a program spearheaded by the
Department of Defense. TAP offers a myriad of resources and services for transitioning
services members as they make critical decisions regarding the future of their finances,
7

housing options, career choices, and academic endeavors. The TAP program offers
online and on-ground comprehensive training on eligibility requirements and the
application processes in areas of disability compensation, veteran employment services,
and education and career counseling, to name a few (U.S. Department of Veterans
Affairs, 2019).
Post 9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008
There are several education benefits offered to veterans as they separate from the
military service. The Post 9/11 Veterans Educational Improvement Act of 2010, more
commonly known as the Post 9/11 GI Bill, was implemented in August of 2009 (Office
of Public and Intergovernmental Affairs, 2016). The foundational underpinning of the
Post 9/11 GI Bill was to provide veterans who were honorably discharged from military
service with 36 months of education benefits. The education benefits were not exclusive
to postsecondary education, but could also be used for vocational, business, and technical
training. This education benefit also offered a special feature called Transfer of
Entitlement (TOE) which meant the beneficiary could transfer a portion or all the benefit
to their children or spouses (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2019).
A revision to the Post 9/11 GI Bill was promulgated through the Harry W.
Colmery Veterans Educational Act of 2017, also known as the Forever GI Bill. The
provisions of the Forever GI Bill instituted changes which improved the education
benefits for veteran, servicemembers, dependents, and survivors. Some amendments to
the previous act include removal of “…certain timeline restrictions on program use…full
eligibility for Post 9/11 Purple Heart recipients…[and] authorization of funding to
improve claim processing” (Roe, 2017, para 3).
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Schlossberg Adult Transition Theory
Adults transitioning from one circumstance to another or from one environment to
another can experience significant obstacles if they are not prepared to adapt to the
changes. This is especially true for veterans transitioning from the “service” to the
civilian culture and into postsecondary education, which, in and of itself, is a subculture
of society many veterans are not prepared to experience. Schlossberg’s Adult Transition
Theory suggests the challenges adults face in transition are not based upon age, but on
their circumstances (Goodman, Schlossberg & Waters, 1995; Kotewa, 1995). According
to Arman (2016), “[d]uring the critical shift from a relatively stable time in one’s life in
transition, the response to that transition varies on how the person assesses or judges the
change” (p. 24). The 4S system of Schlossberg’s Adult Transition Theory provides
further insight as to how individuals can experience similar situations yet have very
different responses (Arman, 2016; Schiavone & Gentry, 2014; Peacock, 2018; Griffin &
Gilbert, 2015; Kotewa, 1995).
Situation
Adults in transition can respond very differently depending on their perceptions
and which stage of the transition they are experiencing (Kotewa, 1995). If the situation is
expected and perceived as a positive change, the person in transition may have a more
positive response. For example, if a person receives a promotion accompanied by a raise,
the ability to adapt to the situation or transition can have positive implications.
Conversely, if the transition is unexpected and involuntary, such as being demoted or
terminated, the ability to adapt and transition seamlessly to the new circumstances can
have adverse implications and exacerbate stress levels (Peacock, 2018).
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Self
Circumstances or situations that are positive or negative can influence a person’s
ability to adapt. Maturity, experience, and an individual’s overall outlook on life can
influence how they deal with changing situations. Fully understanding whether they are
an optimist or pessimist, when faced with adverse or ambiguous situations, is an essential
characteristic quality when experiencing changes (Kotewa, 1995; Peacock, 2018).
Support
Support systems are extremely important when trying to adapt to a change in
circumstances. Transitioning adults must evaluate the institutional and personal support
systems currently in place as they adjust to a new situation. The transitioning adult must
determine whether their support systems, personal or institutional, are a benefit or
hindrance to their ability to adapt and change (Peacock, 2018).
Strategies
There is a myriad of strategies adults in transition can exploit as they are adapting
to new conditions. Understanding and implementing various coping strategies is
essential for transitioning adults as it will enhance their ability to adapt to their unique
situation. Utilizing multiple strategies to adapt to uncertain conditions has a higher
probability of transitioning success than relying upon one coping tactic (Arman, 2016;
Kotewa, 1995; Peacock 2018).
Schlossberg’s Adult Transition theory and the 4S model are similar to Bridge’s
Organizational Transition model. The foundational underpinnings of Bridge’s
Organizational Transition model entail relinquishing old practices, re-orienting to new
ideas and processes, and starting anew (Bridges, 1986). Bridge’s Organizational
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Transition model is described as a “…three-part psychological process that extends over
a long period of time and cannot be planned or managed by the same rational formulae
that work with change” (Bridges, 1986, p. 25). Although some transitions are more
easily accepted than others (e.g., promotion, winning the lottery, acquiring a new piece of
property), the core concepts of resistance to change, understanding the self while
negotiating through the unknown, and adapting to the new situation or environment are
directly relative. Bridges suggested, “…successful change requires many individual
transitions” (p. 31), which supports and aligns with Schlossberg’s Adult Transition 4S
model of situation, self, support, and strategies.
Challenges Experienced by Veteran Students in Higher Education
Veteran students transitioning into postsecondary education experience a variety
of challenges that are not normally observed in traditional college students. Veteran
students are generally older than the traditional college student, and therefore can have
difficulty relating to the traditional college student. According to the Department of
Veterans Affairs (2019), “[o]nly 15% of student veterans are traditionally aged college
students” (para. 2). Furthermore, over 40% of veteran students are married and have
children (Department of Veterans Affairs, 2019), which compounds the veteran student’s
inability to relate to their academic contemporaries (Bosari et al., 2017). A significant
portion of veteran students transitioning from the military to postsecondary education are
also afflicted with various mental health disorders. These mental health disorders include
general anxiety disorder, depression, and PTSD (Alschuer & Yarab, 2018; Arman, 2016;
Auman-Bauer, 2018; Bosari et al., 2017; Boyington, 2014; Schonfeld et al., n.d.; Ware,
2018).
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Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a psychiatric disorder that results from
exposure to a serious traumatic event, which can include malevolent human attacks,
natural disasters, accidents, or combat (Diagnostic and Statistics Manual for Mental
Disorders: DSM-5, 2013; National Center for PTSD, U.S. Department of Veteran’s
Affairs, 2018; National Institute of Mental Health, 2019). Some symptoms associated
with PTSD include depression, anxiety, emotional numbing, insomnia, irritability, anger,
and hypervigilance. According to the National Institute of Mental Health (2019), “[i]n
severe forms, PTSD can significantly impair a person’s ability to function at work, at
home, and socially.”
Approximately 7 to 8 percent of the U.S. population will be afflicted with PTSD
(Boyington, 2014) and approximately 4 to 6 percent of America’s youth will meet the
diagnostic criteria for PTSD (Babbel, 2012). Similarly, approximately 17 percent of
college students will be afflicted with PTSD (Affordable Colleges Online, 2019).
Furthermore, between 11 to 20 percent of veterans who served during Operation Iraqi
Freedom, Operation Enduring Freedom, the Gulf War, and the Vietnam War are
diagnosed with PTSD (PTSD: National Center for PTSD, 2018). Unfortunately, an
unknown number of non-deployed veterans suffer from PTSD.
Statement of the Research Problem
The public postsecondary institutions of higher learning are experiencing a
higher-than-normal enrollment rate of veteran students. As military downsizing occurs,
many veterans take advantage of their education benefits and enroll in public universities
(Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; Cate, 2014; UC Newsroom, 2017; U.S. Department of
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Veterans Affairs, 2019). This increase in veteran student enrollment is similar to the
experiences California public universities encountered in the 1960s as military members
left the “service” and began their transition from the military to academia (The University
of California, 2009). Currently, the state of California hosts 23 California State
Universities (CSU) and 9 University of California (UC) campuses. The UC system
projected an increase of 10,000 student enrollments between 2016 and 2018 (UC
Newsroom, 2017). Moreover, in the 2017-2018 academic year, the UC system enrolled
approximately 2,500 student veterans (University of California, 2018).
Veterans transitioning from the military to postsecondary institutions of higher
learning face unique adjustments unlike those of the traditional college student. The
adjustment challenges military members face as they transition to the “civilian world”
and culture of academia is compounded by the age differences between the veteran
student and their collegiate contemporaries. The age difference between student veterans
and their contemporaries results in the student veteran’s inability to socially connect with
their peers (Bosari et al., 2017; Romero, Riggs, & Rugggero, 2015). In addition, many
student veterans transitioning into academia are afflicted with Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; Boyington, 2014; PTSD: National Center
for PTSD, 2018; Schonfeld, Braue, Stire, Gum, Cross, & Brown, n.d.). Consequently,
some symptoms associated with PTSD (e.g., sleeping difficulty, depression, feelings of
isolation) can impair essential neurocognitive functions (e.g., memory, concentration),
which can negatively impact the student veterans’ ability to succeed in academia (Babbel,
2012; National Center for PTSD, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018; Neylan et
al., 2004; Pereira et al., 2018).
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Increasing numbers of veterans with PTSD are enrolling in California’s public
university systems (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; Cate, 2014; UC Newsroom, 2017; U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2019). There is a lack of data and understanding of the
challenges these veteran students experience when enrolling and participating in the
educational programs offered at the universities (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs:
Office of Research & Development, 2017). Furthermore, veterans with PTSD have
challenges in understanding and navigating the system, and in accessing the available
support services (Westat, 2010). While a variety of support services are offered by
California’s universities to assist veteran students with PTSD, information is scarce on
the support services that effectively promote the academic success and persistence for
veteran students. Gaining a richer understanding of the experiences of veteran students,
their needs, and the support services that veteran students perceive as beneficial to their
academic success and persistence can benefit the veteran students and California’s fouryear public universities.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological replication study was to
understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans diagnosed with Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Furthermore, it was the intent of this
study to explore the current and prospective services veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD believe were helpful or would be helpful in promoting their academic success and
persistence.
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Research Questions
The foundation of this study was based on one central research question and four
sub-questions designed to explore the unique challenges experienced by veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD while attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
Central Question
What are the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed with PTSD while
attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County?
Sub-questions
1. Challenges – What challenges do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD experience
that are detrimental to their positive academic outcomes while enrolled at a California
State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
2. Process – What strategies do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD use to mitigate
the challenges faced while enrolled at a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
3. Services – What types of student services offered by a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceive to be most beneficial for increasing their
positive academic outcomes?
4. Prospective Services – What types of student services not currently offered at a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or
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Orange County do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would have
helped increase their positive academic outcomes?
Significance of the Problem
California public institutions of higher learning have experienced increases in
veteran student enrollments (University of California, 2018; U.S. Department of Veterans
Affairs, 2019). The increase of veteran student enrollment is the result of military
downsizing coupled with education benefits available to them. The transition challenges
military members encounter as they leave military service and enter the civilian sector
can be problematic, especially for those veteran students who meet the diagnostic criteria
of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Arman, 2016).
Many veteran students afflicted with PTSD will grapple with neurocognitive
challenges such as short-term memory loss and feelings of detachment (Seahorn, 2016).
These neurocognitive symptoms can be associated with other cognitive dysfunctions such
as lowered intelligence quotient (IQ) and compromised attention (Brandes et al., 2002).
In addition, veteran students battle with transitioning into academia as a result of
emotional and interpersonal difficulties, financial issues, and diminished academic
preparedness (Romero, Riggs, & Ruggero, 2015; Hassan et al., 2010; Arman, 2016).
Faculty and administrators within the California public university system can
benefit from the results of this study to increase their knowledge of PTSD and the
academic impact this mental disorder has on their veteran students. Furthermore, the
study is designed to provide the California public university faculty and administrators
with information on the current and prospective support services veteran students
perceived as helpful or could be helpful in their academic success and persistence. This
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study will also provide information to help fill the gap in the existing research regarding
the issues that veteran students experience when transitioning from the military into
California public postsecondary institutions of higher learning.
Definitions
The following are the operational and technical terms used in this study:
Academic Persistence. A combination of a student’s interest, self-confidence,
social integration and social support which inspires continuing on a student’s academic
path (Roland, Frenay, & Boudrenghien, 2016).
California State University (CSU). The largest United States public university
system with 23 campuses across California.
Challenges. The implications associated with negative experiences that abate a
student’s ability to succeed in academia.
Civilian. A person who is not on active duty with a military, naval, police, or
firefighting organization (Dictionary.com, 2020).
Military Connected Student. Any high school student or young adult who is
enrolled in a Trade School or Institution of Higher Learning that are dependents of an
active or veteran military service member.
Military Life Cycle. The Military Life Cycle (MLC) is a transition model that
begins a Service member's transition preparation early in their military career. Service
members have various key touch points throughout their MLC that provide them
opportunities to align their military career with their civilian goals (DoDTAP, 2015, para.
1).
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Peer Mentoring. The process through which experienced individuals provide
guidance and assist others to develop their potential within a shared area of interest
(Arman, 2016)
Positive Academic Outcomes. A reference to students who successfully
completed their selected four-year degree or are currently in a four-year degree program
maintaining a grade point average of C or greater.
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). A psychiatric disorder which afflicts
people who have observed or experienced traumatic events (American Psychiatric
Association, 2019).
Process. A series of actions undertaken in order to achieve a result (Cambridge
Dictionary, 2020).
Schlossberg’s 4s Model. Nancy Schlossberg’s 4s model of situation, self,
support and strategies, are the influential factors which describe an adult’s ability to
manage a transition.
Service. Active or reserve military service in the Armed Forces of the United
States.
Services. The student services provided by the university to promote veteran
students’ success, including counseling, financial aid, tutoring, support groups, child care,
and health services.
Transition. The process adults experience as they grow from expected and
unforeseen changes in their lives.
University of California (UC). A public university system with 10 campuses
across California that awards undergraduate and graduate degrees.
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Veteran. A person who served in the U.S. active military, naval, or air service to
include the Reserves, Air, or Army National Guard, and who was discharged or released
from military service.
Delimitations
The delimitations of this study were based upon veterans who have voluntarily
disclosed being afflicted with PTSD and are currently attending a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
Organization of the Study
This study explores the unique challenges of veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD as they embark on their academic journey at a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. The study could edify the
faculty, administrators, students, and stakeholders of the special needs of this student
demographic. Furthermore, this study can assist in the assessment and continuation or
dissolution of support services currently offered to this special student demographic in
order to enhance their academic persistence. The second chapter of this study is a review
of the literature and delineates the historical underpinnings of veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD in a university setting. Chapter II also addresses the challenges faced by the
veteran student subculture as well as the supportive services needed to enhance academic
success and persistence. Chapter III identifies the research methodology used for this
study, which includes selection of participants, the target population and sample, the
instruments used for data collection, and the research study limitations. Chapter IV
provides an analytical assessment of the data and the researcher’s findings. Finally,
Chapter V explores the future of recommended research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This chapter represents a literature review, which examines the unique challenges
experienced by veterans diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) while
attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County. The literature review encompasses a variety of interrelated subjects:
post-secondary public universities, veteran students, PTSD, and some theories associated
with adults in transition. The chapter begins with a historical review of the University of
California (UC), California State University (CSU), and California Community College
systems (CCCS), and then advances to describe the challenges military and civilian
students diagnosed with PTSD experience as they pursue a degree at the CSU campuses.
In addition, the literature review examines the student support services offered by these
public four-year universities. The theoretical framework of this study is based on
Schlossberg’s Adult Transition Theory which is supported by the theoretical foundations
grounded in the Engaged Transition Theory, Levinson’s Life Structure Theory, and the
Military Transition Theory. A synthesis matrix was prepared as part of the literature
review (Appendix A).
California Post-Secondary Public Universities
California has a long history of post-secondary public universities, which are
divided into 3 higher education systems; CSU, UC, and CCCS (Public Policy Institute of
California, 2016). The oldest of this tripartite public higher education system is the UC
system, established in the 1860s (The Regents of California, 2019). In the 20th century,
the California State Colleges (CSC) were “…established as a university system…by the
Donahoe Higher Education Act, which followed the recommendations of ‘A Master Plan
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for Higher Education in California…’” (The California State University, 2019, para. 14).
The objective of the Donahoe Higher Education Act provided guidance with regard to
differentiating functions of each university system (California Legislative Information,
2018; The California State University, 2019; UC Institutional Research and Planning,
2017).
University of California
The UC system was established towards the end of the 19th century and traces its
roots back to the College of California, founded in 1855. “[i]n 1868 the college merged
with the Agricultural, Mining, and Mechanical Arts College…to form the University of
California” (Berkeley Center for Studies in Higher Education, 2019; The Editors of
Encyclopedia Britannica, 2013, para 1). According to the Donahoe Higher Education
Act, the UC is the primary state-supported research agency and is responsible for offering
a wide range of undergraduate liberal arts and science courses. The UC system offers
California high school graduates and community college transfer students access to more
than 160 academic disciplines and 800 degree programs (University of California, 2019).
Furthermore, the UC system is the sole public education entity permitted to award
doctoral degrees “…except that provision was made for joint doctorates with the State
Universities in selected fields” (University of California: Office of the President, n.d.,
para. 5).
The UC system consists of 10 campuses throughout California; UC Riverside, UC
Los Angeles, UC Davis, UC Merced, UC Santa Barbara, UC Berkeley, UC San Diego,
UC Santa Cruz, UC San Francisco, and UC Irvine. In all, 9 out of 10 campuses are
tailored for students wishing to earn an undergraduate or graduate degree. UC San
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Francisco identifies exclusively as a professional and graduate school (Patel, 2018). The
UC system is governed by the 26-member Board of Regents (University of California,
n.d.) who oversee the fundamental mission of teaching, conducting research, and serving
the public. According to the University of California’s Office of the President (n.d.),
The distinctive mission of the University is to serve society as a center of higher
learning, providing long-term societal benefits through transmitting advanced
knowledge, discovering new knowledge, and functioning as an active working
repository of organized knowledge. That obligation, more specifically, includes
undergraduate education, graduate and professional education, research, and other
kinds of public service, which are shaped and bounded by the central pervasive
mission of discovering and advancing knowledge (para. 1).
Preliminary data for the fall 2019 academic year indicates the UC system enrolled
285,216 students (University of California: Office of the President, 2019) and admitted
more freshman and transfer students than in previous academic years (Associated Press,
2019; Wantanabe, 2019). According to the Associated Press (2019), “UC expects to
enroll an additional 2,500 California undergraduates for 2019-20 on top of the more than
14,000 additional California students the university has added over the past three
years…” (para. 8). Information on veteran student enrollment within each specific
university is not available; however, more than 2000 veterans and prospective students
with some sort of military ties were enrolled in the UC system (University of California,
n.d.).
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California State University
The CSU system has a long history and was originally named the California State
Colleges. The individual California State Colleges were brought together as a system by
the Donahoe Higher Education Act. In 1972, the system became The California State
University and Colleges and in 1982, the system became The California State University.
The CSU system is comprised of 23 campuses throughout California (Berkman, 2018;
The California State University, n.d.) and is the largest public higher education system in
the United States. The governance of the CSU system consists of a Board of Governors
comprised of
…four CSU presidents as well as the University of California Vice President for
the Division of Agriculture and Natural Resources, and four industry
representatives. Under the direction of the board of governors, the institute's
member colleges of agriculture respond collaboratively to the state agricultural
industry's needs for applied research and technical assistance in both traditional
and non-traditional agricultural environments (The California State University,
n.d., para. 1).
In accordance with the California Master Plan for Higher Education, the 23
universities within CSU system serve as California’s principal post-secondary public
universities to award undergraduate degrees. The CSU also awards independent doctoral
degrees in the disciplines of physical therapy, education, nursing practice, and audiology
(2019 Fact Book, 2019; The California State University, 2019).
The mission of the CSU system is to advance knowledge through quality of
instruction while providing the means for individuals to enhance their intellectual,
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personal and professional knowledge, skills, and abilities. Additionally, the CSU
prepares people of diverse backgrounds to become contributing members of the global
society (The California State University, n.d.). According to the 2019 Fact Book (2019),
“[t]he CSU educates the most ethnically, economically and academically diverse student
body in the nation…” (p. 2).
Enrollment data for fall 2019 indicates there were 481,929 students attending a
university in the CSU system (The California State University, n.d.). Of the 481,929
enrolled students, 84,232 enrollees were freshmen (The California State University, n.d.).
As of 2016, 96% of CSU campuses have veteran student organizations, with 100% of
those campuses employing a minimum of one staff member dedicated to veteran students
(The California State University, n.d.). According to CSUSM (2019), “CSUSM is home
to more than 500 student veterans…” (para. 1) and boasts having “…more militaryconnected students per capita than any other in the CSU…” (Kelly, 2018).
California Community Colleges
The CCCS is the result of visionary leadership determined to expand upon the
foundational ideas of Joliet Junior College in Illinois. The development of the California
Upward Extension act of 1907 sanctioned the establishment of junior colleges in
California (AllGov, 2016; Galizio, 2018). In 1910, Fresno High School became the first
junior college in California (Galizio, 2018; Winter, 1964). In compliance with the
California Master Plan for Education,
Minimum standards for the formation and operation of junior colleges and general
supervision over them were to be provided by the State Board of Education.
Junior colleges were to offer instruction through but not beyond the 14th grade

24

level, including, but not limited to, (a) standard collegiate transfer courses, (b)
vocational-technical courses, and (c) general or liberal arts courses. Studies in
these fields could lead to the Associate in Arts or Associate in Science degrees
(Winter, 1964, p. 29).
The CCCS is comprised of 116 campuses throughout California (California
Community Colleges, 2020). The CCCS is the largest community college system in the
nation and serves over 2 million students (California Community Colleges, 2019;
Foundation for California Community Colleges, 2019; Public Policy Institute of
California, 2016). According to California Community Colleges (2019),
“…approximately 89,000 veterans, active duty service members and dependents are
enrolled at a California community college each year” (para. 2).
Theoretical Foundations
Engaged Transition Theory
The engaged transition theory is in its infancy and incorporates the
foundational underpinnings of the ecological systems theory and aspects of Erik
Ericson’s psychosocial development model, specifically the stages of identity, intimacy,
and purpose. The ecological systems theory was developed by Urie Brofenbrenner in
1979, and addresses how the social environment affects human development. The stages
of identity, intimacy, and purpose, within the psychosocial development model, address
how these areas of human development are cultivated in the military ethos (Dame, 2018).
Dame explains,
Transitioning out of the military is a process in which a person’s development is
impacted by changes happening simultaneously in the various systems that
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surround the individual. The core of a human being is their identity, values,
beliefs, sense of self, and various personal characteristics (pp. 11, 12).
Similarly, Bridges (1986) advanced the idea that “…the core concepts of resistance to
change, understanding self while negotiating through the unknown, and adaptation to the
new situation or environment are directly relative” (p. 31).
Furthermore, Dame (2018) elucidates that the engaged transition theory is
comprised of a series of interrelated systems. These interrelated systems are identified as
the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. The microsystem are the
groups that have direct contact with the transitioning adult, such as a family member or a
school representative. The mesosystem is identified as the relationship between the
groups of the microsystem that have a direct impact on the individual, such as a
supervisor. The exosystem is comprised of the factors that affect the individual, although
there is no direct relationship between the elements of the system. An illustration of the
exosystem would include being a military member. Being a member of the military
impacts the lens through which an individual perceives life, which, in turn, affects the
individual’s mental and physical well-being. The macrosystem are the cultural elements
that affect child development, such as cultural values and religious beliefs.
Table 1
Interrelated systems of the Engaged Transition Theory
Mesosystem

Microsystem

ENGAGED
TRANSITION THEORY
Exosystem

Macrosystem
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Levinson’s Theory of Life Structure
Levinson’s Theory of Life Structure is constructed upon the idea that as adults
mature, they develop individual characteristics. These individual characteristics are the
totality of the adult’s occupational environments, psychological influences, and social
settings over a lifetime. According to Atku and Ilhan (2017), “Levinson emphasizes the
concepts of life course, life cycle, and life structure in his theory of individual life
structure put forward upon examining adult development” (p. 1384).
The life course is composed of variation, progress, and regression coupled with
biological, psychological, and social factors (Atku & Ilhan, 2017). Combined, these
variables create developmental characteristics in adults. The life cycle examines the
changes that occur throughout the life course and how those changes occur at different
stages of adult maturation.
Levinson’s theory indicates that each stage is comprised of the Stable Period and
the Transitional Period (Hurst, 2020). The Stable Period is the phase in which the adult
makes critical life choices and the Transitional Period categorizes the change between
stages. The Transitional Periods of the life cycle are classified as early adult transition
(ages 17 – 22), mid-life transition (ages 40 – 45), and the late adult transition (ages 60 –
65) (Baird, 1998). The changes between the transitional periods mark the moments that
influence self-assessment, evaluation, and development.
The life structure is the summation of the adult’s self-investment coupled with the
impact of social roles. Self-investment includes understanding of circumstances, skills,
and expectations. Self-investment also encompasses how the adult puts value and
meaning to situations and circumstances. Social roles include leisure activities, lifestyles,
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professional relationships and family relationships. Furthermore, social roles consist of
socio-economic preferences and social responsibility (Atku & Ilhan, 2017).
Research suggests the age of the average transitioning veteran student is greater
than 23 years old (Bosari et. al., 2017; PNPI, 2019; U. S. Department of Veteran’s
Affairs, 2019; Wallace, 2020). This particular age group represents the early adult to
mid-life transition stage of Levinson’s Life Structure. The early adult transition phase
marks the moment an adult begins to contemplate choices that will shape their future
(e.g., joining the military, going to college, starting a family). The years that span ages
22 – 40 is where values and beliefs, lifestyle choices and relational decisions are
solidified. Between the ages of 28 – 33, Hurst (2020) explicates, “…there are often
lifestyle changes that could be mild or severe…these changes have differing
consequences on how a person develops depending on how they embrace the event”
(para. 8). Increased responsibilities are established between the ages of 33 and 40, and as
the adult enters the mid-life transition, they assess the past and, oftentimes, employ
changes (e.g., leaving the military, starting a new career, entering academia).
Table 2
Levinson’s Seasons of Adulthood
Age

Season (Phase)

Characteristics

17 – 22 years

Early adult transition

Chooses to enter academia or the
workforce, leaves home,
establishes serious relationships

22 - 28 years

Entering the adult world

Experiments with different
careers and lifestyles

28 – 33 years

Age 30 transition

Makes lifestyle adjustment;
changes vary depending on how
the adult develops and responds
to the change
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33 – 40 years

Settling down

Experiences greater stability;
observable advancement towards
goal attainment

45 – 50 years

Entering middle adulthood

Is self-directed and engages in
self-evaluation; reflects on future
and retirement possibilities

60+ years

Late adulthood

Life reflection on experiences

Note: Information retrieved from Hurst, M. (2020). Theories of Adult Development:
Levinson, Vaillant & Neugarten.
Military Transition Theory
The foundational underpinnings of the Military Transition Theory (MTT) are
embedded in an individual’s fundamental experiences, which inform beliefs, values, and
customs. Additionally, the MTT combines various parts of Schlossberg’s Adult
Transition theory and Brofenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Whitworth, Smet, &
Anderson, 2020). The MTT is comprised of three unified phases: (1) Approaching the
Military Transition, (2) Managing the Transition, and (3) Assessing the Transition.
Approaching the Military Transition. The primary phase of the MTT is
approaching the military transition. This stage is influenced by the person’s ethos, which
forms the foundation and guides the direction of the transition (Castro & Kintzle, 2016).
Other factors considered in this stage include physical and psychological health, whether
the transition was anticipated or unanticipated (e.g., type of military discharge
[honorable, dishonorable, medical, retirement]), change in the dynamic of social support
systems, and socio-economic stratification (Castro, 2018; Castro & Dursun, 2019;
Kintzle & Castro, 2018).
Managing the Transition. Managing the transition marks the second transitional
phase and is a combination of the variables associated with individual adjustment factors
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and military transition management. Individual adjustment factors include personal and
military ethos, an individual’s ability to cope with change, and an individual’s personal
belief system. Military transition management includes the resources provided by the
military that the transitioning service member uses during transition to the civilian sector
(Castro & Kintzle, 2016).
Assessing the Transition. The final phase of MTT is assessing the transition.
This phase explores the results of the interconnected influences that define whether the
transition is positive or negative. Some categories of influential factors include sufficient
occupational acquisition, familial roles and responsibilities, emotional and physical
health, community involvement and support, and social support structures (Castro &
Kintzle, 2016). Each category directly influences the other and determines whether the
transition yields positive or negative outcomes (Castro, 2018). For example, a military
member that transitions to the civilian sector and fails to acquire sufficient employment
can negatively impact personal and professional relationships, educational opportunities,
adequate housing, and psychological health.
Theoretical Framework
Leaving the military service and transitioning to student life can be a daunting
experience. Ultimately, the transitioning service member may have to facilitate and
adjust to major life changes (e.g., place/state of residence, employment status). The
transitioning adult experience can be understood by examining and applying adult
transition theories. Knowledge of adult transition theories can be valuable to educators,
staff, and other members of the higher education landscape, as these theories categorize
and highlight veteran student transition experiences and coping processes in digestible
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ways. Arman (2016) postulates, “[u]nderstanding the transitions and lived-experiences of
student veterans can benefit…other institutions of higher learning in developing
programs and services focused on student success and program completion rates,
especially among veterans diagnosed with PTSD” (p. 24).
Schlossberg’s Adult Transition Theory
The Schlossberg Adult Transition theory was developed by Nancy Schlossberg,
an expert in adult transitions. She is a Professor Emeritus in the College of Education at
the University of Maryland, and “…served as a Senior Fellow at the American College of
Education (ACE) Center on Adult Learning” (Transitions Through Life, 2019, para. 1).
The core of Schlossberg’s Adult Transition Theory explains that transitional change is
less of an issue than the adult’s perception of the change, and that everyone will
experience and adapt differently to those changes (Arman, 2016; Schlossberg, 1981;
Sheikh, 2013). The different types of transitions can be identified as anticipated,
unanticipated, non-events, context, and impact (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton and Renn,
2010). Kotewa (1995) articulated, when applying Schlossberg’s Adult Transition theory,
that “…as transitions happen, whether good or bad, people look within and ‘take stock’
of their lives” (p. 46). Griffin and Gilbert (2015) further explained Schlossberg’s model,
articulating that there are many factors which impact the capability of individuals to
transition seamlessly.
…there are multiple forces that influence an individual’s ability to manage
transition. In addition to the type of transition, the nature of the transition process,
and the context within which it takes place, specific resources and assets can
influence transitions. These resources and assets are grouped and referred to as
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‘the 4 S’s,’ identified as key factors influencing one’s ability to cope: situation,
self, support, and strategies (p. 72).
The 4S model was conceptualized with the idea of framing how individuals in transition
regulate their resources. The 4S model refers to “…situation, self, support and strategies
used for coping with transitions” (Arman, 2016, p. 28). Fruitful transitions for military
members can be difficult, especially for members who “…struggle to adjust to the
civilian world when they have physical or mental health barriers” (Pranger, Murphy, &
Thompson, 2009, p. 159).
Situation
The situation of an adult in transition refers to the individual’s perception and
lived experience of the change. The factors associated with the individual’s perception
can be explained as the change being known, unknown, expected, or unexpected, coupled
with positive or negative implications (Arman, 2016). Factors to be considered when
weighing the situation of a transition are the catalyst of the transition, the timing of the
transition (within the social context of the individual in transition), duration of the
change, individual control or lack thereof, occupational or positional role change, and
previous transitional experiences with comparable life changes. Moreover, it is
worthwhile to consider whether concurrent stressors are present during the transition
(Evans et al., 2010).
Self
Self-factors are identified as personal characteristics that affect an individual’s
perception of life. Age, sexual category, physical welfare, and race are other self-factors
to be considered. Furthermore, psychological development and the moral values the
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transitioning adult embraces may impact the transitioning adult’s response and ability to
cope with the transition (Goodman, Schlossberg & Waters, 1995; Kotewa, 1995).
Support
Support refers to the people, from a social context, who can assist or diminish the
transitioning adult’s ability to negotiate the transition. The social support system
includes intimate, familial and institutional relationships (Arman, 2016; Hachey et al.,
2016; Kotewa, 1995). Military members in transition benefit when positive support
systems are present. Hachey et al. stated, “…social support may play a protective role
among those suffering from mental health issues…those going through significant life
events…such as the transition to civilian life” (p. 11).
Strategies
Strategies can be explained as the methods the individual implements to negotiate
the transition (Arman, 2016; Schlossberg, 1981). Various coping mechanisms include
seeking information, affecting direct action, responding to aspects of the transition that
inhibit action, and the intrapsychic behavior associated with the implications of the
transition. Individuals in transition employ coping mechanisms, such as seeking
information, in an effort to determine how manage specific demands (Schlossberg, 1981).
“Transitioning out of the military is a process in which a person’s development is
impacted by changes happening simultaneously in the various systems that surround the
individual” (Dame, 2018, p. 12).
Student Challenges in Post-Secondary Public Universities
Transitioning to post-secondary institutions of higher learning can pose
significant challenges to veteran and civilian students who elect to embark on the
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academic journey. Research suggests student attrition rates are impacted by the stress
associated with trying to balance work, school, and family obligations (Babin, 2020;
Dame, 2018; Kantrowitz, 2009; Moody, 2019). Furthermore, veteran and civilian
students’ positive academic outcomes are impacted by lack of academic preparation,
fiscal support, and psychological health (Arman, 2016).
Veteran Students
California is home to approximately 1.8 million veterans, the largest
veteran landscape in the nation (Arman, 2016; California Community Colleges, 2019;
Office of Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2017). Alschuler and Yarab (2018) suggest that,
“[a]s troops have been drawn down after more than 15 years of the Global War on Terror,
the number of student veterans on U.S. college campuses will increase” (p. 47).
Although there are many transitional challenges for any student who pursues a higher
education degree, emerging research suggests that veteran students have additional
transitional challenges they must overcome as they leave the military and enter student
life (Arman, 2016; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Kees et al., 2017; Schiavone & Gentry,
2014).
Academic Preparation
Academic preparation is paramount to successfully negotiate post-secondary
education endeavors. However, many students who enter into higher education are illprepared to manage collegiate-level coursework. According to a report conducted by
Chingos (2018), “…academic preparation, including student ability, matters most, at least
in terms of how strongly it predicts success in college” (para. 7). A study conducted by
Reid and Moore (2008), exploring readiness and academic preparation for post-secondary
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education in first-generation urban college students, discovered common themes among
the participants. According to Reid and Moore, the participants asserted that their lack of
competency in certain subjects and poor study habits “made college more difficult” (p.
254). Similarly, research reveals that many veteran students are first-generation college
students (Arman, 2016; Department of Veteran’s Affairs, 2019) and encounter many of
the same challenges as their civilian contemporaries, such as lack of academic
preparedness (Hassan et al., 2010; Pratt & Cavazos, 2019). According to McMahon
(2019), “[h]aving the academic ability to be successful in college plays a large role in
whether or not students continue their educations to graduation” (para. 16).
Fiscal Responsibility
Fulfilling the fiscal responsibilities to complete a post-secondary education can be
difficult for students. Research suggests that there is a direct correlation between student
attrition and managing costs to attend post-secondary institutions of higher education
(Arman, 2016; Kalsner, 1991; Lake, 2019; Pratt & Cavazos, 2019; Salary.com, 2019).
According to the Duke Perspective (2019), “[i]t’s clear that the rising cost of tuition is out
of reach for many students. This is causing financial situations that result in prolonging
graduation or not reaching it at all” (para. 6). Furthermore, the negative implications
associated with the inability to meet the financial obligations of balancing school and
home can exacerbate other aspects of a student’s well-being, such as their psychological
health (iGrad, 2020).
Psychological Health
Psychological disorders are widespread in the United States and are prevalent
among approximately 20% (46 million) of the adult population (National Institute of
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Mental Health, 2019). A significant number of students who embark on the postsecondary academic journey are afflicted with psychological health disorders such as
PTSD (Clemans, n.d.). Research suggests that some symptoms (e.g., memory and
attention, sleep deprivation, difficulty concentrating) associated with managing
psychological health disorders (e.g., anxiety, depression, relational issues) and
negotiating post-secondary education can impact the student’s ability to succeed (Babbel,
2012; Brandes et al., 2002; National Center for PTSD, U. S. Department of Veteran’s
Affairs, 2018; Neylan et al., 2004; Pereira et al., 2018).
The Association for University and College Counseling Center Directors
(AUCCCD) administer an annual survey to participating colleges and universities in the
United States and abroad to understand counseling director competencies, identifying
critical factors associated with collegiate student mental health (Association for
University and College Counseling Center Directors, 2018). A major theme of the
survey was to categorize and identify the types of psychological issues presented by
collegiate students. The prevalence of anxiety and depression in collegiate students is
significant, as indicated by the 2011-12 AUCCCD survey results, which reported that
anxiety afflicted 46% of college students, followed by depression at 39% (Association for
University and College Counseling Center Directors, 2012). This mental health
phenomenon afflicting college students has steadily increased over the years. According
to AUCCCD (2018), 228 centers reported anxiety (58.9%) as the most commonly
presenting problem for college students, followed by depression.
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Educational Challenges Experienced by Veteran Students
Veteran students embarking on post-secondary academic endeavors experience an
assortment of challenges that impact positive academic outcomes and college attrition.
The transition of leaving the military and entering the academic culture presents a variety
of stressors also experienced by their civilian contemporaries. However, some stressors
are more prevalent in the veteran student population.
Research indicates that veterans have difficulty relating socially with civilian
students (Bosari et al., 2017; Kees et al., 2017; Richman, 2017; Sheikh, 2013; Smith,
Vilhauer, & Chafos, 2017). The inability of veteran students to interact with their
civilian contemporaries can be explained by several factors, such as age disparity and
differences in familial and occupational responsibilities. Studies also indicate a
significant number of veteran students suffer from an assortment of mental health
disorders (Alschuer & Yarab, 2018; Arman, 2016; Boyington, 2014; PTSD: National
Center for PTSD, 2018; Richman, 2017; Schonfeld et al., n.d.). Boyington (2014)
elucidates that 11 – 20 percent of returning Operation Iraqi Freedom / Operation
Enduring Freedom veterans develop PTSD and approximately 7 – 8 percent of the U. S.
population will develop PTSD in a lifetime.
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
Mental health disorders are of great concern for society and have globally
transcended age, race, and cultural boundaries. According to Ritchie and Roser (2018),
“[i]t’s estimated that 970 million people worldwide had a mental or substance use
disorder in 2017. The largest number of people had an anxiety disorder, estimated at
around 4 percent of the population” (para. 12). Furthermore, Ritchie and Roser report
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approximately 548 million people, globally, suffer from anxiety and depression. In the
United States, it is estimated, 46 million adults live with a mental illness presenting mild
to severe symptoms (National Institute of Mental Health, 2019).
PTSD is the result of a person witnessing or experiencing an actual or perceived
life-threatening, traumatic event. The development of PTSD can also result from
discovering a family member or close friend was exposed to an extreme traumatic
stressor such as threat of death or injury. Moreover, PTSD can develop at any age, and
symptoms generally present within 3 months after experiencing the trauma (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013; Anxiety and Depression Association of America, 2018;
National Center for PTSD, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018; National Institute
of Mental Health, 2019). Consequently, the development of PTSD causes noteworthy
distress or impairment in social relationships, occupational performance capabilities, or
other critical areas of functioning (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
PTSD was categorized as an anxiety disorder in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV). However, this mental disorder was recategorized in 2013 with the release of the DSM-V. According to the American
Psychiatric Association (2013), “Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) will be included
in a new chapter in DSM-5 on Trauma- and Stressor-Related Disorders” (para. 1).
Prevalence of PTSD in the United States
PTSD is a trauma- and stress-related disorder that afflicts men, women,
and children of all ages and demographics. In the United States, approximately 3.5% of
the adult population—those age 18 or older—are afflicted with PTSD (Anxiety and
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Depression Association of America, 2018). According to the U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs (2018),
PTSD can happen to anyone. It is not a sign of weakness. A number of factors can
increase the chance that someone will develop PTSD, many of which are not
under that person's control…about 8 million adults have PTSD during a given
year. This is only a small portion of those who have gone through a trauma (para.
2, 3).
Of the 8 million adults with PTSD in the United States, the stress- and trauma-related
disorder is more prevalent in the college student and veteran student population
(Clemans, n.d., slide 48).
Prevalence of PTSD in Veterans Attending Post-Secondary Public Universities in
California
An extensive amount of research has been conducted on the prevalence of PTSD
in veterans (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; Arman, 2016; Boyington, 2014; Cohens Veterans
Bioscience, 2020; Howley, 2019; PTSD: National Center for PTSD, 2018; Richardson,
Frueh, and Acierno, 2010; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018). As of 2019, the
population of California was approximately 39.5 million (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019) and
is the home of approximately 1.8 million veterans (California Community Colleges,
2019). A large proportion of veterans residing in California have elected to pursue a
higher education degree and, according to Montgomery et al. (2019), “…in the 20172018 academic year, California Community Colleges (CCC) enrolled 2.1 million
students, of which 54,368 (annual unduplicated headcount) students were currently on
active duty, a veteran, or a member of the Active Guard Reserve or National Guard” (p.
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12). The University of California (UC) and the California State University (CSU)
systems collectively service veteran and military-connected students. Nevertheless, data
on veteran student enrollment is difficult to collect and analyze due to negligible or nonexistent methods in identifying veteran students (Student Veterans of America, 2017).
The University of California (UC) system reports that approximately 1600
veterans are enrolled annually (University of California, 2019). A substantial portion of
veteran student enrollment is comprised of veteran student CCCS transfers. Furthermore,
the University of California (2019) reports that, within the UC Fall 2018 veteran student
enrollment population, 77% were incoming undergraduate students transferring from the
CCCS. Comparably, veteran student data is collected by the CSU as reported by the
respective universities’ VSOs (J. Derrico, personal communication, March 3, 2020). This
means that those veterans who elect to not utilize the services offered by the VSOs will
not be accounted for in subsequent veteran student reporting data. According to Callahan
and Jarrat (2014),
A great deal of attention is being paid to enhancing the experiences and
educational outcomes of student veterans and active-duty military students.
Unfortunately, the data available to support these important activities, both at the
institutional and national level, remains limited (p. 41).
In 2008, the RAND Corporation conducted a study exploring post-war trauma
experienced by Operation Iraqi Freedom / Operation Enduring Freedom (OIF/OEF)
veterans. The main foci of the study were to identify the post-deployment health care
needs of veterans afflicted with PTSD, depression, and traumatic brain injury and to
explore the costs associated with treatment. The results of the study revealed that
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approximately 25% of veterans returning from OIF/OEF reported symptoms of anxiety,
depression, or PTSD (RAND, 2008). The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (2018)
reports that 11-20% of OIF/OEF veterans, 15% of Gulf War (Desert Storm) veterans, and
15% of Vietnam War veterans are afflicted with PTSD. Furthermore, 23% of veteran
women report being victims of military sexual trauma, a contributing factor of PTSD
(U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018). The United States Department of Veterans
Affairs (2019) reports,
Student Veterans are growing in number on college campuses. In 2009, there
were approximately 500,000 Student Veterans receiving education benefits. In
2013, over 1,000,000 student Veterans were using their GI benefits to pursue
advanced educational opportunities, and this number is estimated to increase by
20% in the next few years.
Challenges Experienced by Students with PTSD
As previously stated, PTSD does not occur in a vacuum and does not discriminate
by age, gender, socioeconomic stratification, or cultural demographic. PTSD can afflict
anyone and, in the most severe cases, can lead to death (Rapaport, 2019). Many adults
live with PTSD and are entering academia unprepared to effectively manage the
cognitive and academic demands of the collegiate environment (Boyraz et. al., 2013).
The academic degree requirements for students (with or without PTSD) differ depending
on the discipline pursued; however, the cognitive demands required to learn and
successfully negotiate a degree program are consistent for all students. Simsek and
Balaban (2010) explain that the five major learning strategies (cognitive strategies) of
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rehearsal, elaboration, organization, metacognition, and motivation are the nexus of
individual learning.
Cognitive skills are essential to successfully negotiate life in and out of academia.
Cognitive skills such as declarative and non-declarative memory, reading comprehension,
reasoning, and thinking contribute to learning (LearningRx, 2020; Professional Learning
Board, 2020; Sousa, 2006), increasing the probabilities of positive academic outcomes
and persistence. Research suggests that cognitive failure is consistent with elevated
stress levels (Boals & Banks, 2012; Mahoney, Dalby, & King, 1998).
Civilian Students with PTSD
In the United States, a considerable proportion of college students have reported
experiencing some type of trauma. Mackay-Neorr (2019) conducted a study exploring
the association between traumatic adolescent childhood experiences (ACE), the
subsequent development of physical and mental health afflictions (e.g., PTSD, anxiety,
depression) in adulthood, and the impact on academic outcomes of college students. The
results of the study discovered that 59% of the participants reported at least one ACE and
22% of the participants reported three or more ACEs. According to Mackay-Neorr,
students with higher ACEs exhibited lower academic performance and resiliency as
compared to those students with lower ACEs.
Although there are many types of trauma, the most commonly reported type of
trauma among college students is sexual victimization. According to RAINN (2020),
“11.2% of all students [undergraduate and graduate] experience rape or sexual assault
through physical force, violence, or incapacitation” (para. 1). Similarly, the Association
of American Universities (2019) reported, “[t]he overall rate of non-consensual sexual
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contact by physical force or inability to consent since a respondent enrolled as a student
at their school was 13 percent…” (para. 3). Consequently, sexual victimization and other
traumas (e.g., vehicle accidents, death of loved ones, non-sexual assault and natural
disasters) increase the probability of developing PTSD (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013; American Psychiatric Association, 2019; Read, Radomski, and
Bosari, 2015), a known mental health disorder that negatively impacts positive academic
outcomes and persistence of college students (Boyraz et al., 2016; Boyraz et al., 2013;
Pereira et al., 2018).
Veteran Students with PTSD
Many veterans, as they transition out of the military, elect to embark on an
academic journey for a variety of reasons. There are many challenges veterans
experience such as “…social and cognitive dissonance” (Weber, 2012, p. 23) as they
transition from a strict military culture to a more autonomous collegiate environment
(Romero, Riggs, & Ruggero, 2015). However, a research gap exists exploring the lived
experiences of veteran students diagnosed with PTSD as they attend four-year public
universities, the influence PTSD has on veteran student academic outcomes, and the
subsequent support veteran students diagnosed with PTSD receive from the universities.
Arman (2016) postulates, “[t]he transition will be easier for some; however, many
will struggle and require additional support to achieve their personal, academic, and
vocational training goals” (p. 21). Consequently, the comorbid psychological influences
of the transition process, coupled with PTSD, can impair the veteran’s ability to
successfully fulfill their academic efforts. Pranger, Murphy, and Thompson (2009) assert
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that transitioning from the military to the civilian sector can be exceptionally problematic
for those who “…have physical or mental health barriers” (p. 159).
A study was conducted by Fredman et al. (2018) exploring the indirect
association between PTSD and academic dysfunction among 2,120 veteran students and
student service members. The participants were examined through the lens of
interpersonal relationship qualities as they apply to academic achievement. The study
revealed that veteran students and student service members experienced significant
degradation of academic functioning when they perceived lower social support and
increased family distress.
In the 2017 study The Impact of the Psychological Sequela of Trauma and
Veterans Seeking Higher Education, Medley et al. discovered, “[e]xisting mental health
problems, such as…PTSD, exacerbated veterans’ symptoms, increasing challenges to
academic success (e.g., difficulty attending classes regularly or meeting educational
expectations [e.g., passing or high grades])” (p. 88). The study also revealed that
academic dysfunction was a result of veteran students experiencing intrusive thoughts
and recollections of past trauma(s). Some participants revealed that intrusive thoughts
and memories interfered with sleep patterns, leaving them in a perpetual state of fatigue.
Consequently, the intrusive thoughts and memories, coupled with enduring sleep
deprivation, impacted their basic cognitive ability to concentrate.
Veteran Support Services
Veteran students experience a plethora of challenges as they negotiate their
transition from the military to academia. Veteran students are often responsible for
managing a household, balancing occupational and financial obligations, and re-learning
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how to socialize and function in academia (Arman, 2016; Barry, 2015; Kees et al., 2017).
Research suggests that many universities are recognizing that positive academic
outcomes and persistence of veteran students can be achieved by providing effective
support services (Callahan & Jarrat, 2014; CSUSM, 2019; UC San Diego, 2019).
University of California Veteran Support Services
Support services are an essential ingredient, necessary to help the transitioning veteran
succeed in academia. The UC system hosts a variety of resources intended to assist
veterans succeed in their personal, professional, and academic endeavors. The resources
and support services offered to veteran students include:
•

Priority Registration

•

Veteran-Specific Orientation

•

Academic Advising

•

Career Counseling

•

Veteran Housing

•

Financial Services

These services are offered at each campus across the UC system and are available to
active duty, veteran, and military-connected students (University of California, n.d.).
California State University Veterans Resource Centers
The CSU system recognized the value and need to provide resources and services
to military-connected students. Resources and support services are offered to veteran
students, active duty service members and dependents using military benefits. Systemwide, the CSU offers a virtual platform interface providing specific veteran resource
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information. Furthermore, CalVet (2019) explains, with 23 campuses and more than
1,800-degree programs, each CSU campus is committed to providing:
•

Supportive institutional values and administration

•

Academic support programs and services, such as veteran-focused
advising, mentoring and counseling

•

Financial support and advice specifically for veterans

•

Priority admission and registration, and academic credit granted for
military courses and experience

•

Extensive opportunities in student leadership

•

On-campus outreach for veterans

•

Transition support services

•

Referrals for VA medical and mental health services

•

Adjustment and career counseling services specific to VA benefits and
veteran issues

•

Assistance in applying for other VA benefits (CalVet, 2019).

The support services offered by the university systems cultivates an atmosphere of
security and promotes personal and professional development (CSUSM, 2020). Other
veteran and military-connected student support services and resources are offered
throughout the CSU, although some services may be unique to each campus.
California State University San Bernardino. The CSUSB Veteran Success
Center (VSC) facility was opened in May 2012. The services provided to veteran and
military-connected students are intended to make the transition process more fluid.
Furthermore, “[t]he Veteran Success Center helps facilitate student admissions processes,
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information regarding military benefits, the start towards a new career path, or resuming
uninterrupted education” (CSUSB, n.d., para. 2). Some other resources provided to
veteran and military-connected students include a monthly seminar series, student veteran
orientation, leadership opportunities, and mental health support (CSUSB, n.d.).
San Diego State University. SDSU began support services for veteran and
military-connected students in 2000. In 2006, the SDSU Student Veteran Organization
(SVO) was established and in 2008, on account of in an increase of veteran and militaryconnected student enrollments, the first CSU Student Veteran Center was created (San
Diego State University, 2019). The Joan and Art Barron Veteran Center provides an
array of resources and support services for veteran and military-connected students.
Although not all-inclusive, specific veteran and military-connected student services
offered at SDSU include Military Spouse Opportunities, Veterans Education Benefits,
and Critical Language Courses (SDSU World Campus, 2019).
California State University Fullerton. CSUF offers a plethora of support
services for approximately 1,404 veterans and military-connected students (N. Arman,
personal communication, October 12, 2020). The CSUF Veteran’s Resource Center
(VRC) offers an interactive website tailored for veteran and military-connected students.
The VRC offers access to education benefit and academic advising information. In
addition, the VRC offers access to other services and programs such as the Engagement,
Wellness, & Community program, Peer Advisors for Veterans Education (PAVE),
Women’s Programs (Women-for-Women), and Vet Forward; programs dedicated
towards promoting personal, professional, and academic success (California State
University Fullerton, 2020).
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Table 3
Example of Services Offered to Veteran and Military Connected Students at California
State University San Bernardino
Veteran and Military-Connected Services

CSUSB

Academic Advising
Transfer / Admissions Guidance
Veteran Resource Center
Student Veteran Organization
Virtual Access to Veteran Specific Information
Professional Development
Personal Development
Student Veteran Orientation
Virtual Veteran Resources
Advocacy and Referral Services
School Certifying Official
Monthly Virtual Seminar Series
Professional Writing for Veterans (Course)
Career Services
Donation Funds

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Note: This list is not all-inclusive of services offered at this campus or throughout the CSU system.
Services differ based on campus location.

Synthesis Matrix
A synthesis matrix was established as a means to determine the commonalities
and variances of themes among numerous literary resources that emerged from the
literature review (Appendix A). According to Roberts (2010), “[a] synthesis
matrix…helps you begin to link studies together and identify themes and patterns that
appear across your literature sources” (p. 102). Additionally, the synthesis matrix was
utilized to formulate the interview questions and support the validity and reliability of the
interview instrument. In preparing the synthesis matrix, the researcher discovered there
was an extensive range of efforts mounted by universities in the name of supporting the
unique challenges veterans encounter as they negotiate the university setting. However,
no research was discovered exploring the unique experiences veteran students diagnosed
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with PTSD undergo as they navigate the California State University colleges in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Moreover, no research was
discovered exploring which current or prospective services veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD perceived were helpful or would have been helpful in achieving positive
academic outcomes and persistence.
Summary
The California public post-secondary higher education system is a multilateral
system comprised of the University of California (UC), California State University
(CSU), and California Community Colleges (CCCS) (Public Policy Institute of
California, 2016). With a California veteran population of almost 2 million, research
indicates more veterans than ever before are now endeavoring to participate in higher
education (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018; Arman, 2016; Cate, 2014; Institute for Veterans and
Military Families, & Student Veterans of America, 2017; Kelly, 2018; UC Newsroom,
2017; United States Department of Veterans Affairs, 2019). Consequently, many veteran
students pursuing higher education encounter various obstacles (e.g., transitional,
psychological, relational, financial), which may impede academic success and persistence
(Auman-Bauer, 2018; Barry, 2015; Callahan & Jarrat, 2014; Fredman et. al., 2019;
Medley et. al., 2017; Sheikh, 2013; Weber, 2012).
To better comprehend the transitional challenges experienced by veteran students,
this research study defers to the theoretical framework of Schlossberg’s Adult Transition
Theory, supported by the theoretical foundation of the Engaged Transition Theory,
Levinson’s Life Structure Theory, and the Military Transition Theory. Schlossberg’s
Adult Transition theory explores how adults adapt to change through four factors
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categorized as Schlossberg’s 4S’s: situation, self, support, and strategies. According to
Babin (2020), “[t]hese are grounded in the notion that people have a mixture of strengths
and challenges which are brought to each transition” (p. 15). The Engaged Transition
theory is an integration of Brofenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and Erik Ericson’s
psychosocial model. The Engaged Transition theory is comprised of four interconnected
systems: (1) microsystem, (2) mesosystem, (3) exosystem and (4) macrosystem. The
components of each system inform the factors and influences that promote adaptation to
change.
Other foundational theories explored in this research study are Levinson’s Theory
of Life Structure and the Military Transition Theory. Levinson’s theory suggests that the
foundation of individual character is the combination of psychological, biological and
social factors (Atku & Ilhan, 2017). These factors persist over the span of an individual’s
life in a consistent pattern. The key elements of Levinson’s theory consist of (1) life
course, (2) life cycle, and (3) life structure (Hurst, 2020). The life course element
examines the characteristics developed through fluctuation, progression, and regression.
The life cycle element examines developmental change through four phases: preadulthood, early adulthood, mid-adulthood, and late adulthood. The final element, life
structure, examines an individual’s self-investment and the social roles undertaken
(Baird, 1998).
The Military Transition Theory is an amalgamation of Brofenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, the 4s of Schlossberg’s Adult Transition theory, and an individual’s
personal ethos (Whitworth, Smet, & Anderson, 2020). The Military Transition Theory
has three interrelated phases: (1) approaching the military transition, (2) managing the
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transition, and (3) assessing the transition. An examination of these interrelated phases
uncovers the factors that influence the transition from the military to the civilian world
(Castro & Kintzle, 2016).
The aspiration to pursue a four-year college degree can pose some unanticipated
challenges that can hinder academic success and resilience. Many students, military and
civilian, transition to the collegiate environment and discover the expectations and rigor
of academia are greater than anticipated (McMahon, 2019). Obstacles such as poor time
management, negligible academic skills, financial stress, and mental illness (e.g., anxiety,
depression, PTSD) are consistent among civilian and veteran students.
Mental illness is a prevalent factor among military and civilian students alike. In
America, approximately 46 million people present mild to severe mental illness
characteristics (National Institute for Mental Health, 2019). PTSD is one of many
psychological disorders afflicting the college student population and may be caused by
the stress associated with witnessing, experiencing, or knowing of a loved one who
survived a significant traumatic event (e.g., natural disaster, sexual trauma, car accident,
combat) (National Center for PTSD, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2018).
Furthermore, PTSD can impair essential cognitive functions (e.g., non-declarative/
declarative memory, attention, concentration) needed to thrive and persist in the college
environment (LearningRx, 2020, Professional Learning Board, 2020, Sousa, 2006).
Although civilian and veteran students share similar trials, other hindrances faced by
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD are more ubiquitous.
Transitioning veteran students diagnosed with PTSD are forced to adapt to a more
autonomous environment and, in that transition, discover the impact social and familial
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relationships have on academic persistence and success (Romero, Riggs, & Ruggero,
2015). Furthermore, transitioning veteran students diagnosed with PTSD may experience
social and cognitive dissonance with their civilian collegiate contemporaries (Weber,
2012). For example, the average age of veterans transitioning to the collegiate
environment is between 24 and 40 (U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs, 2019), whereas
traditional college students are between the ages of 18 and 25. The disparity in age poses
challenges to social relationships with the younger demographic. Furthermore, many
veteran students have families and must balance full-time employment (Sheikh, 2013).
According to Kees et. al. (2017), “[t]he inability to adapt and socially interact with
academic peers is detrimental for veteran students as having a peer support structure
throughout the academic journey is an essential ingredient for academic persistence.”
Institutions of higher learning have recognized the need to provide specialized
services for veteran students (Hassan et. al., 2010) and have employed mitigation
strategies to promote positive academic outcomes and resilience. Some services provided
by the UC and CSU systems include: priority registration, veteran-specific orientation,
professional and academic counseling, leadership opportunities, veteran-specific financial
aid counseling, and mental health support (CalVet, 2019; San Diego State University,
2019; University of California Riverside, 2019). These and other support services have
been implemented; however, a negligible understanding of which support services
veteran students believe were beneficial to their academic outcomes and persistence has
yet to be examined.
Chapter III addresses the justification and methodology applied to this
phenomenological research study. The methodology discusses the purpose, research, and
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sub-research questions developed for this qualitative research study. Chapter III also
describes the target population, data-collection methods, reliability, validity, and data
analysis used in this study
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
A phenomenological approach was utilized in the development of this qualitative
research study to explore the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) attending a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Moreover, this research study
explores which current and prospective support services veteran students believe were
helpful or would have been helpful in their academic achievement and persistence. The
literature review addressed numerous obstacles veteran students encounter as they
negotiate the collegiate academic environment. Compromised mental health, diminished
social enculturation skills, lack of academic preparation, and relational difficulties are
some of the impediments experienced by veteran students. Individual virtual interviews
were conducted with current veteran students diagnosed with PTSD enrolled at the CSU
campuses to understand their lived experiences and to explore what veteran students
perceived regarding their experience within the CSU system were helpful, or would have
been helpful, in promoting academic success and persistence.
Overview
Chapter III identifies the methodology and research design utilized in this
phenomenological research study. The beginning of the chapter presents the purpose
statement, the central questions, and the sub-questions that drive the study. The chapter
then provides a clear description of the research study timeline, the target population,
sample selection, instrumentation, and processes used to collect and analyze data.
Chapter III also presents a brief narrative of the researcher’s background, which
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elucidates the connection the researcher has to the foundation of this research study and
the experiences of the research participants.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological replication study was to
understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans diagnosed with Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Furthermore, it was the intent of this
study to explore the current and prospective services veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD believe were helpful or would be helpful in promoting their academic success and
persistence.
Research Questions
The foundation of this study was based on one central research question and four
sub-questions designed to explore the unique challenges experienced by veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD while attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
Central Question
What are the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed with PTSD while
attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County?
Sub-questions
1.

Challenges – What challenges do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
experience that are detrimental to their positive academic outcomes while enrolled
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at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County?
2. Process – What strategies do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD use to
mitigate the challenges faced while enrolled at a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
3. Services – What types of student services offered by a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceive to be most beneficial for increasing their
positive academic outcomes?
4. Prospective Services – What types of student services not currently offered at a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or
Orange County do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would have
helped increase their positive academic outcomes?
Research Design
The objective of the qualitative research approach of this study was to elicit
genuine insights into the participants’ lived experiences as it relates to their academic
journey; to hear the participants’ perspectives. Qualitative research yields understanding
of situations through the lens of the individual. According to McMillan and Schumacher
(2010), qualitative research is “…a type of research that refers to an in-depth study using
face-to-face or observation techniques to collect data from people in their natural
surrounding” (p. 489). Qualitative research develops theories or hypotheses (Kielborn,
2001) and the information yielded is generally presented as themes in words (Patten &
Bruce, 2015).
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Patton (2015) identified the three strategic principles of qualitative inquiry as: (1)
strategic design, (2) data collection and fieldwork, and (3) qualitative analysis and
reporting findings. Each strategic principle of qualitative inquiry was employed, adding
value to this phenomenological research study. Furthermore, Patton (2015) described a
phenomenological approach as a “…focus on exploring how human beings make sense of
experience and transform experience into consciousness, both individually and as shared
meaning…one must undertake in-depth interviews with people who have directly
experienced the phenomenon of interest…” (p. 115).
Phenomenology is a qualitative method used to explore an individual’s
experience, focusing on their perspective. The data yielded from phenomenological
research is derived from an individual’s thoughts, feelings, conduct, and relational
interactions (Roberts, 2010). Patton (2015) notes, “[p]henomenology aspires to get at the
essence of lived experiences for humans generally” (p. 162). A qualitative approach was
used for this research study to reveal a holistic representation of the lived experiences of
veterans diagnosed with PTSD as they attend a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Due to the COVID-19
pandemic, virtual individual interviews were used in lieu of face-to-face interviews as the
medium for data collection.
In-depth, virtual individual interviews were conducted to gain firsthand insight on
the experiences and perceptions of the veteran students as they manage the academic
expectations at their respective universities. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explain,
“[a] phenomenological interview is a specific type of in-depth interview used to study the
meaning or essence of a lived experience among selected participants” (p. 356).

57

Interviews in phenomenological research can be accomplished by utilizing three general
techniques: (1) unstructured interviews, (2) structured interviews, and (3) semi-structured
interviews (Shank, Brown & Pringle, 2014). This phenomenological research study
employs the semi-structured interview approach. This method is beneficial as it affords
the researcher flexibility to interject inquisitive questions to the script of prearranged
questions. According to Patten (2012), “…the interviewer can probe with additional
questions (in addition to the predetermined questions) in order to explore unexpected,
unusual, or especially relevant material revealed by a participant” (p. 153).
Timeframe of the Study
The following schedule clarifies the stages conducted in this study:
•

September 2020 – Submission of research proposal for approval of
dissertation committee

•

September 2020 – Submission of research protocols and related
documentation to Brandman University Institutional Review Board (IRB)

•

February 2021 – Commencement of participant recruitment and selection
process

•

March – June 2021 – Participants signed consent forms to participate in
study

•

March – June 2021 – Individual virtual interviews were scheduled and
conducted

•

August 2021 – Final analysis of data collected, including review, coding,
and summarization
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Population
The population explored in this research study consisted of veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD who currently attend a California State University. Population is
defined as “[a] group of individuals or events from which a sample is drawn and to which
results can be generalized” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 489). The veteran
landscape in California is nearing 2 million residents (Arman, 2016: Legislative
Analyst’s Office, 2017) of which over 1 million veterans and military-connected students
are utilizing the educational benefits afforded by the Montgomery G.I. Bill (U.S.
Department of Veteran’s Affairs, 2019). The numbers of veterans residing in the
California counties of Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, and Orange between 2014
and 2018 were 123,908, 223,217, 91,759, and 112,264, respectively (United States
Census Bureau, 2019). The CSU system estimates they service over 20,000 militaryconnected students (The California State University, n.d.) which includes approximately
7,000 veterans (M. Thomas, personal communication, September 30, 2020).
Target Population
With the large population of veteran students enrolled in the California State
University (CSU) system, the researcher narrowed the study population. A target
population for a study is the entire set of individuals chosen from the overall population
for which the study data are to be used to make inferences. The target population defines
the population to which the findings are meant to be generalized. It is important that
target populations are clearly identified for the purposes of a research study (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010).
Collectively, the CSUs in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, and Orange
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Counties service approximately 6,500 veteran and military-connected students (College
Factual, 2020; CSUSM, n.d.; N. Arman, personal communication, October 12, 2020; UC
Riverside, 2020). The researcher selected these counties in California due to the
substantial number of veteran residents represented in each county as well as the
convenient geographic location of each university to the researcher. It is typically not
feasible, due to time or cost constraints, to study large groups; therefore, the researcher
chose population samples from within a larger group. The target population was
identified as veteran students diagnosed with PTSD currently enrolled at a California
State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
Sample
This phenomenological research study applied a non-probability purposive
convenience sampling method to identify veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
currently enrolled a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County. The sample is a group of participants in a study selected
from the population from which the researcher intends to generalize. According to
McMillan and Schumacher (2010), sampling is selecting a “group of individuals from
whom data are collected” (p. 129). Similarly, Patton (2015) and Creswell (2003) defined
a sample as a subset of the target population representing the whole population.
In non-probability sampling, “…the researcher uses subjects who happen to be
accessible or who may represent certain types of characteristics” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 138). In addition, purposive sampling was used to elect
participants that were representative of and can inform on the purpose of the research.
Shank, Brown, and Pringle (2014) observe that purposive sampling “…consists of
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persons who have unique backgrounds or characteristics that make them the target of
closer individual study” (p. 65). According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010),
purposeful sampling is when the researcher “…selects a sample that is representative of
the population or that includes subjects with needed characteristics” (p. 138). Purposeful
sampling was chosen as the method of sample selection based on the criteria that
participants were members of the U.S. Armed Forces that were discharged under
conditions other than dishonorable, had a diagnosis of PTSD, and were enrolled at a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange
County. Moreover, convenience sampling was applied in this research study as the
participants who responded first were selected for the study. These sampling methods
were applied as the information yielded would be generalizable from participants who are
categorically analogous to the target population.
The researcher determined that a sample size of 12 participants was appropriate
for the study. The sample size was pre-determined by the researcher in anticipation that
saturation would be achieved. Saturation is achieved when analysis reveals that themes
and patterns have become redundant and nothing new is being learned (Patton, 2015).
Dukes (1984) asserts that a sample size of one is sufficient to conduct a
phenomenological research study; however, “…it is wise to expand the sample to include
three, five or perhaps even ten subjects” (p. 200). Similarly, Creswell suggests the
sample size range for phenomenological research is 3 to 10 participants (Guetterman,
2015). In the study, Can Sample Size in Qualitative Research be Determined a Priori?
conducted by Sim, et. al. (2018), the researchers concluded,
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…the decision over what constitutes an adequate sample size to meet a study’s
aims is one that is necessarily a process of ongoing interpretation by the
researcher. It is an iterative, context-dependent decision made during the
analytical process as the researcher begins to develop an increasingly
comprehensive picture of the developed themes, the relationship between these
themes, and where the conceptual boundaries of these themes lie (p. 630).
The researcher contacted the CSU system Director of Veteran’s Affairs by email
to ask his consent to participate in the study. The role of the Director was to assist in
distributing a recruitment email for potential research study participants via the university
Veteran Service Office (VSO) representatives within the California counties of Riverside,
San Bernardino, San Diego, and Orange. Agreement from the Director to participate in
the research study is indicated in follow up email to the researcher (Appendix O).
The Researcher then applied for approval from the Brandman University
Institution Review Board (IRB). Following IRB approval, the researcher provided the
CSU Director of Veteran’s Affairs with an introductory email for distribution to the
respective university VSOs for dissemination to prospective research study participants.
The content of the email detailed the purpose of the study, the qualifying criteria, and the
researcher’s contact information. Upon receipt of a reply from potential participants, the
researcher emailed a formal invitation to participate in the research study (Appendix C),
an informed consent form (Appendix D), a copy of the Brandman University Bill of
Rights (Appendix E), and an Audio Recording Release form (Appendix F). The
participants of this research study were asked to voluntarily sign and return the attached
forms via email. Participants chosen for the study met the following selection criteria:
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1. Participant was a member of the U.S. Armed Forces
2. Participant has a diagnosis of PTSD
3. Participant is currently enrolled in a degree program at a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County
The veteran students who agreed to participate in the study returned the required forms
by email to the researcher and self-certified that they met the selection criteria.
Instrumentation
A semi-structured, open-ended interview guide (Appendix G) was developed by
the researcher and was the instrument used to gather the data for the study. The interview
questions used in this research study were adapted from the framework established in
Arman’s 2016 qualitative research study: Tales from the Field: A Phenomenological
Study on the Unique Challenges Iraq/Afghanistan PTSD Veterans Experience While
Attending a Community College in Southern California. Arman (2016) explained, “…the
instrumentation used for this study consisted of pre-developed, open-ended questions,
including probing questions about specific topics or themes” (p. 74).
To minimize bias and maximize interviewer flexibility, McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) suggest that delivery and order of interview questions should be
rigidly sequenced for each participant. An Interview Guide was prepared that contained
the introductory script, which was used consistently by the researcher during each
interview. The Interview Guide included 5 background questions and 10 interview
questions. Each interview question was followed by prompts that the researcher could
ask to better understand the lived experiences of individual participants.
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To minimize threats to the internal validity of this qualitative research study, a
field test of the virtual interview was conducted with an experienced qualitative
researcher. The qualitative researcher possesses a doctoral degree in education and
organizational leadership, and is a veteran student diagnosed with PTSD. The field test
participant was provided a Field Interview feedback form (Appendix H) on the interview
questions and experience. Furthermore, the experienced qualitative researcher was
invited (Appendix I) to participate in the research study and observe the interview of
Participant 1. The qualitative researcher was requested to provide feedback and
recommendations for improvement. Upon review of the feedback received from the
qualitative researcher, the researcher determined that no changes or modifications were
necessary.
The use of videoconferencing in qualitative research is an alternative means of
collecting data when face-to-face interviewing is not possible or feasible. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic and Brandman University’s restrictions on in-person meetings, the
interviews were held using the online Zoom meeting system (zoom.us). Although virtual
interviews do not provide as intimate a setting as face-to-face interviews, the merits of
virtual interviews are cost-effectiveness and time management flexibility (Sedgwick &
Spiers, 2009). In the study Skype Interviewing: The New Generation of Online
Synchronous Interview in Qualitative Research, Janghorban, Latfnejad Roudsari, and
Taghipour (2014) explain,
Skype encourages interviewees who have time and place limitations for face-toface interviews to participate in research. Consequently, the interviews occur in
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more convenient conditions for participants. The flexibility may resolve the
researcher's concern to reach key informants and increase participation (para. 6).
Validity
This phenomenological research study employed the researcher as the key
instrument for data collection and analysis with the use of in-depth, individual virtual
interviews. “[p]henomenological interviews permit an explicit focus on the researcher’s
personal experience combined with the experiences of the interviewees” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 356). The legitimacy of data resulting from a qualitative research
study is measured through validity. Leung (2015) states,
Validity in qualitative research means ‘appropriateness’ of the tools, processes,
and data. Whether the research question is valid for the desired outcome, the
choice of methodology is appropriate for answering the research question, the
design is valid for the methodology, the sampling and data analysis is appropriate,
and finally the results and conclusions are valid for the sample and context (para.
5).
The researcher established validity of the interview questions from this research study by
administering a field test and implementing the recommendations provided by an
experienced qualitative researcher observer.
The interview questions were developed using the synthesis matrix from the
literature Review in Chapter II and aligned with the research questions of the study to
increase the validity of the instrument. An alignment table was developed to illustrate the
connections among the research questions, interview questions, and specific related

65

literature (Appendix J). Furthermore, Chapter IV provides a narrative to support the
strength of the study findings.
Field Test
Field tests are an essential component in research study development. The field
test offers insight as to whether the research questions, the interview technique, and the
protocols applied during the interview are free from bias. The interview protocols and
research questions were reviewed by a Clinical Psychologist (Psy.D.) and recommended
no modifications. The interview protocol and research questions were administered to a
veteran student diagnosed with PTSD who attended a four-year private university in
Orange County, California. In addition, the field test was observed by an experienced
qualitative researcher. The field test study participant and the experienced qualified
researcher were solicited for feedback using the field test feedback form (Appendix H)
with regard to interview length and research question alignment. The collective
information yielded from the participant’s and qualitative researcher’s feedback
determined no modifications to the research questions or interview protocols were
necessary.
Reliability
Reliability in qualitative research refers to the replicability of research study
protocols that consistently yield comparable results over time (Patton, 2015). The
establishment of reliability of data yielded from a qualitative research study is determined
through the application of several strategies (Simon & Goes, n.d.). The strategies that
test internal and external validity, dependability, and confirmability were satisfied in this
research study through the use of triangulation, dissemination of recorded transcripts to
66

the participants to confirm their responses, and review of the interview questions and
interview protocols by an experienced qualitative researcher. Additionally, the researcher
used an independent, experienced qualitative researcher to code 10% of the data derived
from the interviews and observations. “[S]imilarity in responses among the participants
throughout the interview corroborates the research instrument and the accuracy of
responses” (Simon & Goes, n.d., para. 2). Furthermore, an Interview Guide was used
during each Zoom interview to ensure that each participant was interviewed under the
same conditions.
Inter-Coder Reliability
According to Lavrakas (2008), “[i]ntercoder reliability refers to the extent to
which two or more independent coders agree on the coding of the content of interest with
an application of the same coding scheme” (p. 1). Similarly, Burns (2014) stipulates,
“…interrater reliability is the agreement of the same data obtained by different
raters…when assessing the same subjects…” (Burns, 2014, p. 56). The researcher used
an experienced qualitative researcher to code 10% of the data to calibrate and establish
inter-coder reliability. The qualitative research team identified common patterns and
offered no disagreements supporting the reliability of the categorized themes.
The Researcher as an Instrument of the Study
This phenomenological research study employed the researcher as the key
instrument for data collection and analysis with the use of in-depth, individual virtual
interviews. “[P]henomenological interviews permit an explicit focus on the researcher’s
personal experience combined with the experiences of the interviewees” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 356). The researcher is a 22-year veteran of the U.S. Navy and has
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an extensive background working with and teaching Department of Defense, active duty
and reserve military personnel from all branches of the U.S. Armed Forces. His
experiences include active participation in support of Operation Desert Storm, Operation
Iraqi Freedom, and Operation Enduring Freedom. Additionally, the researcher has
experience working with, teaching, and mentoring veteran students at a four-year private,
non-profit university, a technical trade school, and in the private security industry.
Currently, the researcher is employed as a Weapons-Based Instructor for a large private
security organization, teaching small arms and team leadership operations and tactics to
U.S. Navy Security Response Teams (SRTs).
Furthermore, the researcher is a veteran student diagnosed with PTSD and has an
extensive amount of experience learning to balance the symptoms associated with PTSD,
enculturate into higher education, negotiate society outside the military environment,
manage family relationships, and fulfill the demands necessary to succeed in academia.
The researcher earned two advanced degrees, one in Education and the other in Forensic
Psychology with an emphasis in Police Psychology. Prior to, during, and after graduate
school, the researcher worked with other veterans in the private security industry,
teaching and employing various executive protection and risk mitigation strategies for
high-visibility, high-profile clients and events. Patton (2015) indicates,
The personal nature of qualitative inquiry derives from its openness, the
evaluator’s close contact with the program, and the procedures of observation and
in-depth interviewing, particularly the latter, that communicate respect to the
respondents by making their ideas and opinions (stated in their own terms) the
important data source for the evaluation (p. 233).
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The researcher’s personal, academic, and professional experiences prepared him to
conduct this phenomenological research study as an informed instrument of the research.
Data Collection
The data-collection method in this phenomenological research study used virtual
in-depth individual semi-structured interviews. “[P]henomenological studies investigate
what was experienced, how it was experienced, and, finally, the meanings that the
interviewees assign to the experience” (p. 356). Before attempting to recruit participants
for this research study, approval was requested and granted by the Brandman University
Institution Review Board (IRB) (Appendix K).
Online video interviews were conducted in this research study to comply with
university COVID-19 mitigation strategies and policies. Collecting data via online
interviewing is convenient, cost-effective, and offers time flexibility to the participant.
The Zoom digital platform was used as it offers audio and video recording features
essential for subsequent data analysis. In addition, practical considerations while
conducting virtual interviews included ethical responsibilities, building rapport with the
participants, technological challenges (e.g., poor internet connectivity, access to computer
and web camera, participant computer literacy), and assessing non-verbal communication
cues in a virtual setting (Chiumento et al., 2018). Each participant was interviewed for
approximately 45 – 60 minutes, and an abundance of caution was taken by the researcher
to avoid influencing the participant’s response. The researcher emailed each participant a
proposed interview schedule (Appendix L) to mitigate schedule conflicts. All interviews
were scheduled at a time convenient for the participants. Each interview was conducted
via Zoom meetings. The researcher read the introductory script from the Interview Guide
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(IG) and reminded the participant that the interview could be terminated at any time the
participant or researcher became uncomfortable. Background questions were included in
the IG to provide contextual information to help the researcher better understand the
patterns, themes, and findings that emerged from the data. During the interview, the
researcher read each question from the IG and used the prompts to ask follow-up
questions in order to gain a more holistic understanding of the participants lived
experiences. Furthermore, the researcher took observational notes of the participant’s
non-verbal communication during each interview. At the conclusion of the interview, the
researcher thanked the veteran student for their contribution, and emailed the participant
a thank-you letter (Appendix M).
The audio recordings and observational notes of each interview were uploaded to
NVivo qualitative data analysis software for coding and transcription. NVivo is a tool
used by researchers to efficiently manage and organize data. Transcription is the
conversion of audio recordings into the written word (International Rescue Committee,
n.d.). Common emerging patterns and themes were categorized in NVivo, promoting
further analysis to understand the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD at public four-year universities in the California counties of Riverside, San
Bernardino or San Diego. All records were stored in the researcher’s private safe and
destroyed after three years.
Data Analysis
The data analysis applied in qualitative research yields information in the form of
themes and patterns from a participant’s perspective. The researcher of this qualitative
study transcribed seven+ in-depth, semi-structured individual virtual interviews to
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identify categorical relationships and patterns (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
researcher compared the written transcript from Zoom with the audio recording to ensure
the accuracy of the transcription. According to Patton (2015), “[i]n this complex and
multifaceted analytical integration of disciplined science, creative artistry, skillful
crafting, rigorous sense making, and personal reflexivity, we mold interviews,
observations, documents, and field notes into findings” (p. 521).
Coding
In-depth, individual virtual interviews were video- and audio-recorded to
authenticate the accuracy of the participants’ responses. The inductive coding method
was used in this phenomenological research study as it affords “…the advantage of being
completely loyal to the data…” (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019, p. 13). The interview
transcripts were subsequently coded and analyzed using NVIVO qualitative analysis
software (NVIVO, 2020). NVivo is a tool that assists the researcher in identifying
themes and patterns that result from the coding of the participant interviews.
Identification of Themes
The emerging patterns and themes identified in the data were explored utilizing
triangulation including the use of frequency tables. The use of triangulation assists the
researcher in testing the reliability of the data yielded from emerging patterns and themes.
According to Patton (2015), “[t]riangulation within a qualitative inquiry strategy can be
attained by combining both interviewing and observations, mixing different types of
purposeful samples or examining how competing theoretical perspectives inform a
particular analysis” (p. 317).
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The researcher organized the coded data and identified the frequency of answers
and patterns that emerged from the interviews. The NVivo data analysis process assisted
in the comparison between and among the participants’ responses and the identification
of themes. Observational notes of participant behaviors taken by the researcher during the
interviews and subsequent review of the recorded interviews allowed for further
comparison of the data. The synthesis matrix from the literature review further allowed
the researcher to understand and triangulate the relationships among patterns that
developed from the participant responses to the research questions. In addition, 10% of
the data were coded by a second experienced qualitative researcher to help the researcher
calibrate the identification of themes to ensure consistency and reliability of the data. The
themes were then summarized to identify the findings resulting from the interview data.
Ethical Considerations
In 1948, the Nuremberg Code was established as a means to prevent crimes
against humanity. The Nuremberg Code set the foundation for ethical behavior in human
research and mandated that subjects must freely volunteer to participate in the research
study. Furthermore, the Nuremberg Code mandated that the researcher must prove that
the benefits of the research study outweigh the risks associated with human participation
(Mandal, Acharya, & Parija, 2011). McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explain,
“[r]esearch ethics are focused on what is morally proper and improper when engaged
with participants…” (p. 117). The American Psychological Association’s (APA) science
directorate offers five ethical considerations when conducting research:
•

Discuss intellectual property frankly

•

Be conscious of multiple roles
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•

Follow informed-consent rules

•

Respect confidentiality and privacy

•

Tap into ethics resources

Each of the recommendations is designed to inform and help remind the researcher “…of
the basic underpinnings of research and professional ethics” (Smith, 2003).
This research study employed several ethical principles to protect the participants.
The researcher treated each participant as an autonomous agent and assigned each
participant a numerical code to protect their identities. The corresponding numerical
code / participant personally identifiable information (PII) listing was kept on a separate,
external hard drive, which was secured in the researcher’s fireproof safe. The
participants were provided a clear explanation of the participant selection criteria and
purpose of the study. They were also informed about the amount of time needed to
complete the virtual interview. A two-pronged approach was taken to safeguard the
mental health of the participants: (1) the researcher informed each participant that, during
the course of the interview, either party (interviewer or interviewee) could withdraw from
the interview at any time, for any reason, and (2) the interview questions were examined
by a licensed clinical psychologist (Psy.D) in Orange county, California that specializes
in veterans with PTSD.
Organizational reputational damage is another consideration in ethics. To protect
any perceived or actual reputational damage to the universities, the names of the
universities represented by the participants were kept strictly confidential. According to
Seltzer (2018),
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The UE Reputational Risk Survey, administered by the Association of Governing
Boards of Colleges and Universities, was sent to board of trustees, chairs,
presidents, chief financial officers and other senior administrators at 145
institutions in 2017…54 percent said they don’t have the ability to withstand a
major reputational risk event (para. 2, 4).
Furthermore, any corresponding documentation (electronic or hard copies) linking the
university, participant responses, and participant PII were destroyed three years after the
completion of the study.
Limitations
There are many strengths and limitations of qualitative research. Some general
limitations considered in qualitative research include dependence on the researcher’s
individual skills, personal biases, external stimuli impacting participant responses, and
the time associated with collecting, documenting, analyzing, and interpreting the research
findings (Anderson, 2010). The following represents this research study’s limitations:
•

Sample size: The quantity of participants in this study was minor
compared to the overall population of this student demographic. The
inability to represent the entire population of veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County may limit the
generalizability of this study.

•

Self-certification of PTSD: The selection criteria required participants in
this study to voluntarily self-disclose their diagnosis of PTSD. In the
absence of the participant providing medical records documenting a
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diagnosis of PTSD, the researcher had no independent means of verifying
the participant’s claim.
•

Guaranteed safe / quiet environment of participant: The protocols in place
for participant interviews highlight that the interview should be conducted
in a quiet, distraction-free environment. As this research study is utilizing
virtual interviews to collect data, the researcher cannot guarantee the
required environment is accessible to the participant. External stimuli
(e.g., people, outside noises) can result in the participant exhibiting nonverbal cues that the researcher may misinterpret when noting observations.

•

Researcher bias: As a result of the researcher’s vast personal,
professional, and academic experiences leading, learning, teaching, and
working alongside veterans diagnosed with PTSD, researcher bias could
be a limitation for this research study.
Summary

The chapter began with a clear description of the purpose of this
phenomenological research study. The central and sub-research questions that drive this
research study were presented, followed by the timeline established to complete the
study. The chapter continued on and identified the population and target population
explored by this research study, followed by a narrative explaining the instrumentation
used to collect data. The background of the researcher was included to illuminate the
connection the researcher’s personal, professional, and academic experiences have to the
research study and the participants. Elaboration of data collection and analysis
methodology is then presented to establish credibility and reliability. Lastly, ethical
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considerations are explored, informing on the strengths and limitations of the research
study. The remaining two chapters of this research study inform on data collection and
analysis protocols, the results yielded from the analysis, and resulting implications for
future research.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
A phenomenological method was used to explore the lived experiences of veteran
students diagnosed with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) while attending a
California State University (CSU). Furthermore, the study examined the CSU support
services veteran students diagnosed with PTSD believed were beneficial to their
academic success and persistence. By conducting individual, semi-structured virtual
interviews with veteran students diagnosed with PTSD, the study also captured the
unique challenges veteran students experienced while attending a CSU. Lastly, the
information derived from the interviews sought to identify potential support services that
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD believed would have helped them achieve their
academic goals.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological replication study was to
understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans diagnosed with Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State University (CSU) in the county
of Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange. Furthermore, it was the intent of
this study to explore the current and prospective services that veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD believe were helpful or would be helpful in promoting their academic success
and persistence.
Research Questions
The foundational underpinning of this study was driven by one central research
question and four sub-questions to explore the unique challenges veteran students
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diagnosed with PTSD experience while attending a CSU. The central research question
was: What are the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed with PTSD while
attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County? The four sub-questions were:
1. Challenges – What challenges do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
experience that are detrimental to their positive academic outcomes while enrolled
at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County?
2. Process – What strategies do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD use to
mitigate the challenges faced while enrolled at a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
3. Services – What types of student services offered by a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceive to be most beneficial for increasing their
positive academic outcomes?
4. Prospective Services – What types of student services not currently offered at a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or
Orange County do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would have
helped increase their positive academic outcomes?
Research Design and Data Collection Procedures
The objective of the research questions was to generate a detailed, first-hand
accounting of the veteran students’ unique challenges and experiences as they work
towards their academic goals while attending a California State University (CSU). A
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phenomenological research design emerged as the foundation of this research study as
this qualitative research methodology would best capture the lived experiences of the
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. The phenomenological approach focuses on
similarities of lived experiences within a specific population.
Semi-structured, individual virtual interviews were conducted as a result of the
2020 COVID-19 pandemic. This method of exploration was beneficial as it provided a
safe, intimate, and private setting for the veteran student to openly discuss the impact
PTSD has on their ability to succeed and persist in academia. An intimate and private
setting is beneficial as veterans diagnosed with PTSD may have difficulty establishing
trust and openly discussing how PTSD has been detrimental to their overall quality of life
(e.g., feelings of shame and/or guilt, irritability, drug and/or alcohol abuse, remorse)
(Disabled American Veterans, 2020). Furthermore, the individual interviews afforded
the veteran students diagnosed with PTSD the ability to express their experiences in their
own words. The information that emerged from the participant responses was a robust
understanding of the unique challenges experienced and support services needed by
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. The data yielded from the participant responses
could be beneficial for future researchers to close the gap in literature with regard to this
unique, ever-growing student population.
Population
The population for this study was veteran students diagnosed with PTSD who
were currently attending a California State University (CSU). In 2020, there were
approximately 6,500 veteran and military-connected students attending a CSU in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County (College Factual, 2020;
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CSUSM, n.d.; N. Arman, personal communication, October 12, 2020; UC Riverside,
2020). As a result of this large population, a target population was selected that included
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD who were attending a CSU in Riverside, San
Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
Sample
This study utilized a non-probability purposive convenience sampling method to
identify veteran students diagnosed with PTSD who currently attend a CSU in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino or Orange County. Non-probability sampling was used as
this method identifies individuals that represent certain characteristics (McMillian &
Schumacher, 2010). Purposive sampling was used in this study as this method identifies
individuals that are representative of and can inform on the purpose of the study (Shank,
Brown, & Pringle, 2014).
Initially, a sample of 12 participants were to be recruited for this study; however,
due to the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, recruitment efforts were diminished. After
concerted efforts between the researcher, the CSU Director of Veteran’s Affairs and the
individual CSU Veteran Success Centers, the initiative to reach potential research
participants reached an impasse and no additional students could be found who would
volunteer for the study. Consequently, this resulted in a smaller sample size of seven
participants. Although a sample size of seven may not be generalizable to the larger
population, it is a sufficient size for survey population generalizability (Marshall, 1996).
Similarly, when a mixed-method study’s main focus is on analyzing qualitative data, a
sample size of three to five is sufficient (Collins, Onwuegbuzie & Jiao, 2007; Creswell,
2005). McMillan and Schumacher (2010) contend the main objective of the sample size
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is to gain detailed information from the individual participant with a smaller focus on the
number of sample participants.
Demographic Data
Protecting the identities of the participants in this research study was imperative;
therefore, very limited demographic data was captured. The sample included seven
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. Four of the participants were male and three
were female. The cumulative total number of years served in the military were 41.5
years, with a range from four years to eight years. Of the seven participants, four served
in the U.S. Army, one served in the U.S. Air Force, one served in the U.S. Marine Corps,
and one served in the U.S. Navy (Table 4).
Table 4
Participant Military Affiliation
Branch of Service
U.S. Army
U.S. Navy
U.S. Marine Corps
U.S. Air Force
Note. n = 7.

n
4
1
1
1

Percent
57.14
14.28
14.28
14.28

Presentation and Analysis of Data
Data collection for this research study began in October 2020, examining seven
student veterans diagnosed with PTSD who were attending a CSU in the California
counties of Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange. The research participants
had served in either the Navy, Marines, Army, or Air Force. This study was comprised
of 10 interview questions, to which each participant responded during one-on-one virtual
interviews with the researcher. Virtual interviews were conducted as a result of campus
closures amidst the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic.
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Utilization of virtual interviews was beneficial as they provided the researcher the
ability to capture detailed information in an environment where each participant felt safe
and comfortable. Scheduling flexibility and privacy were other advantages of conducting
virtual interviews with the participants. Semi-structured interview questions were
developed and administered to each participant in the same manner. The virtual
interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed. Upon completion of coding and
analyzing the data, the major findings of the study emerged.
Data Analysis
Organization of the data facilitated the coding and development of categorical
themes. According to Patton (2015), “[c]ategories or dimensions of analysis emerge
from open-ended observations as the inquirer comes to understand patterns that exist in
the phenomenon being investigated” (p. 64). The themes were categorized and aligned to
answer the central research question and sub-questions of this study.
Transcripts of each participant’s interview were completed and reviewed for
accuracy and correctness. The researcher reviewed the transcripts to identify common
themes. To assist with the coding process, this research study used the NVivo data
analysis program, which automatically organizes the codes into similar themes, making
for a more in-depth comprehension of the data derived from the participant’s responses.
Data was entered into NVivo to identify the frequency of items and specific
quotes related to each theme. A threshold of three participants with a frequency of three
responses was determined by the researcher to be sufficient to characterize a theme as a
finding of this study. A second experienced qualitative researcher was used to code 10%
of the data to help establish the reliability of the study. Major findings of the study
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emerged that support the dominant tenets of the central research question and subquestions. The major themes that emerged were organized by the central research
question and four sub-questions.
Central Research Question Findings
The central research question was: What are the lived experiences of veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD while attending a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County? All 10 interview questions
administered to the research study participants aligned with answering the central
research question of this phenomenological study. The data yielded from the individual
interviews identified the unique challenges veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
experienced while attending a CSU. The data revealed participants’ motivations for
attending the CSU, their challenges and successes, and the resources that promoted
academic success and persistence. Additionally, the data suggested potential services
universities could offer that student veterans diagnosed with PTSD believed would
enhance their academic success and persistence. The analysis related to the central
research question resulted in four themes that were organized under the two headings of
Motivation for Attaining a College Degree and Successes Experienced in Academia.
Motivation for Attaining a College Degree
Table 5
Motivation for attaining a college degree
Common Themes

Number of Frequency
Respondents
of
Responses
Advancement of Career Opportunities
7
9
Note. n = 7. Two participants identified their motivation was being a role model and
providing a better quality of life for their family.
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All seven participants indicated that motivation to attain a college degree was
important in achieving success as a CSU student. The participants described their
motivations for achieving a degree nine times during the interviews. One sub-theme was
identified that described what they perceived motivated them. The data revealed one
common motivation each participant shared.
Advance career opportunities. All participants identified advancement of career
opportunity as their motivation to pursue a degree, with a frequency reference of 9.
Participant 1 responded, “To be able to have a career, you know upon completion that
feels purposeful and meaningful.” Participant 5 stated, “I think my biggest motivation
was to get a career.” Participant 7 discussed how they became physically disabled after
military service and “…couldn’t get in a job without a college education. I needed
something to get me in an office, all the work I’ve always done was in labor.”
Successes Experienced in Academia
Table 6
Successes experienced in academia
Common Themes

Number of Frequency
Respondents
of
Responses
Academic Achievement
6
9
Socialization Growth
3
6
Financial Aid Processes
3
3
Note. n = 7. One participant responded becoming more resilient as their measurement of
success.
Each participant identified what they perceived were successes as a CSU student.
The participants indicated 18 times during the interviews what they perceived as being
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successful. Three sub-themes emerged from the data. The information yielded from the
data revealed three common success definitions each participant shared.
Academic achievement. Six of the seven participants cited academic
achievement as the primary success achieved in academia, with a frequency reference of
9. Participant 2 responded, “Academically I've always done well. I've always carried a
really high GPA. I liked the sense of accomplishment.” Participant 5 stated, “I have been
successful academically. Right now, I have a solid 3.8 GPA that I am pretty happy
about.” Similarly, Participant 6 stated, “I got over a 3.0, that's a success for me.”
Socialization growth. Three of seven participants responded with a response
frequency of six when addressing whether they felt successful with their ability to grow
socially in the CSU environment. Participant 1 described noticing a definitive increase in
their “self-awareness and personal healing” as they became more social with their
academic contemporaries. Participant 7 stated, “Since being enrolled I have made some
pretty amazing friends. I found it really interesting to learn about the different
perspectives of what civilian students are trying to accomplish and why.” Furthermore,
Participant 7 expounded on their ability to grow socially by articulating a bond that
developed with a professor. Participant 7 articulated,
The professor was very empathetic and understanding with the difficulties I had
with my class. He was very lenient and we seemed to really connect. Two years
later we are still in contact and he helps me when I struggle with anything from
academic work to emotional frustrations.
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Participant 3 elaborated on their success with social growth by “…expanding my
personal, professional network with my classmates [and] building relationships outside of
the military.”
Financial aid processes. Three of seven participants responded positively with a
frequency response of 3 in regard to being successful with the financial aid process at
their university. Participant 1 explained that although they were successful in securing
financial aid, the process was challenging. Participant 1 clarified,
I've had to learn a lot of adult life lessons as far as like paying attention to things
and asking more questions like, you know, realizing that like whatever that first
chunk of information that you get might not be the full picture, and you know if
you don't follow up on certain things there's going to be consequences like not
getting financial aid.
Participant 2 responded positively by indicating, “I used my GI Bill; that was really
helpful. I can't even imagine having to take on the amount of student debt that people
do.” Likewise, Participant 4 stated, “I've gotten a bunch of grants from school, good
financial aid success grants.”
Sub-question 1: What challenges do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
experience that are detrimental to their positive academic outcomes while enrolled
at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or
Orange County? Six themes emerged from the data and represented in Table 7. The
data yielded the following:
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Challenges Experienced in Academia
Table 7
Sub-question 1 themes
Common Themes

Number of Frequency
Respondents
of
Responses
Living with Symptoms Associated with PTSD
7
95
Age Disparity Between Peers
6
10
Socialization with Peers
5
11
Financial Aid Processes
5
10
Access to Disability Services
3
7
Time Management
3
5
Note. n = 7. Two participants responded managing mental health, physical disabilities,
and personal relationship complications were challenges to their positive academic
outcomes
Each participant identified what they perceived as challenges as a CSU student
veteran diagnosed with PTSD. The participants indicated 138 times during the interview
what they perceived as challenges they experienced at the CSU. Six sub-themes emerged
from the data that arose from the participant interview responses. The information
yielded from the data revealed six common challenges each participant shared.
Living with symptoms associated with PTSD. There are many symptoms
associated with PTSD. Some symptoms include feelings of isolation, irritability,
emotional anguish, severe anxiety, concentration and focus impairments, hypervigilance,
and sleeping difficulties (Mayo Clinic, 1998 – 2021; National Center for PTSD, U.S.
Department of Veteran’s Affairs, 2018; National Institute for Mental Health, 2019;
Seahorn, 2016). When the participants were asked what challenges they experienced
while enrolled at their university, all seven participants noted that they contended with
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multiple symptoms associated with PTSD. Consequently, the comorbid symptoms
experienced by the research participants impacted their ability to succeed academically.
Each of the participants expressed comorbid symptoms associated with PTSD;
however, feelings of anxiety emerged as the primary challenge for all seven participants
with a frequency response of 36. Participant 1 responded, “When I first started school, I
couldn't even step foot in the Veterans Center on campus because of my PTSD, I would
just like immediately get really activated.” Participant 5 stated, “When I first started
classes, I would experience such high anxiety if I couldn’t see the exit to the classroom. I
was always anxious and would just be on high alert all the time.” Participant 4
expressed, “Like I said, I just have such social anxiety around students, and I just don't
really feel part of the school, really.”
Five of the seven participants interviewed expressed feelings of irritability as
another prevalent symptom they frequently contend with. Each participant addressed
irritability as a detriment to their academic success with a frequency reference of 15.
Participant 1 expressed, “The symptoms really elevated like where I was having just
extreme impatient burst of rage and feeling like I was completely out of control, like, like
I was possessed, and like seeing black.” Participant 2 responded, “I'd say, irritability,
that's something I struggled a lot with PTSD, just being irritated and not really having an
underlying cause you know sometimes I would just wake up incredibly irritated.”
Similarly, Participant 7 responded, “I have difficulty focusing sometimes, especially if I
am feeling irritable. I frequently have mood swings and can go from being happy to
being sad to being angry for no apparent reason.”
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Age disparity between peers. Of the seven participants interviewed, six
indicated that differences in age were a barrier to their university experiences. For
example, one participant shared, “I was an older student and I actually wasn't too
attracted to the college life or, you know, the younger kids, I kind of kept to myself, and
just, I mean I was there to study, I do my group projects.” Participant 5 expressed, “They
are much younger than me and just seemed to be in school for a different reason.”
Participant 7 indicated similar perceptions by articulating, “Well, a lot of the students in
my classes were just out of high school and still living with mommy and daddy, so I think
managing a household and a job and school is something they just don’t understand.”
Socialization with peers. 5 of the 7 veterans interviewed specified that they had
challenges connecting with their civilian contemporaries. Participant 1 observed, “It’s
very hard for me to connect with my peers. I don’t really have that desire to like connect
with them.” Participant 2 provided a similar response by stating a disinterest in
socializing with other students aside from completing group projects. Participant 5
responded by stating that their ability to socialize was impeded due to the pandemic and
subsequent campus closures.
Financial aid processes. Five of the seven participants indicated that navigating
the financial aid process was confusing. Participant 1 expressed difficulty in handling the
financial aid process:
And, then we have all the financial aid stuff. And it just gets so overwhelming
and confusing, and it really triggers me and I’ll have, like, I feel barely able to
function because I am so afraid that I’m going to make a mistake and fuck it all
up.
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Participant 5 had similar perceptions with navigating the financial aid system and stated,
I guess one of the biggest challenges I had was understanding how financial aid
works. Sometimes it seems as if the VA had a different criteria or process than
the university. It is a really confusing system and it was pretty difficult to get
someone to help me figure it out and really understand what I was doing. I
constantly receive emails from the university about not having received payments
for the term because the funds haven’t been dispersed by the VA. It’s so very
frustrating.
Participant 7 also described the stress associated with the financial aid system by stating,
“For me, this was so difficult and there were a few times where I didn’t think I was gonna
receive my cost-of-living allowance, which I do depend on to get through school and
support my family.”
Access to disability services. Three of the seven participants interviewed
specified having difficulty gaining access to disability services. One participant revealed
they were homeless and unable to access the veteran’s program for almost 3 years.
Similarly, Participant 4 responded, “It's much easier for them [civilian students] to get to
get into the disability system…with the VA it's so hard to get the paperwork and give it to
them and so much red tape it takes forever.” Participant 1 indicated that the financial aid
award system is flawed and ill-suited for students with disabilities, stating, “You’re
telling people with PTSD and brain injuries they need to be in school full-time or they’re
not going to get benefits.”
Time management. Of the seven participants interviewed, three participants
indicated difficulties managing time. Participant 2 stated, “And, we're doing it on top of
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struggling with these other issues that we're trying to navigate. Yeah, family and trying to
maintain that academic schedule and maintain our relationship with our spouses and
digital relationships with our children.” Participant 5 explained, “Trying to work, raise a
family and go to school, man, I can’t get a break sometimes.” In a similar vein,
Participant 7 stated,
I guess my biggest challenge was learning how to reinvent my time management
skills. I no longer had schedules that were given to me, so now I had to
restructure a schedule of my life out of the military. They can’t relate to how
difficult it is doing all these things and trying to keep up with school, work, and
projects.
Sub-question 2: What strategies do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD use to
mitigate the challenges faced while enrolled at a California State University (CSU)
in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County? Four themes emerged
from the data and is presented in Table 8. The data yielded the following:
Strategies Employed to Mitigate Challenges
Table 8
Sub-question 2 themes
Common Themes

Personal Determination
Mental Health Management
Employ Open Communication Skills
Veterans Resource Center (VRC)
Note. n = 7

Number of Frequency
Respondents
of
Responses
5
15
4
7
3
4
3
4

Each participant identified strategies they used to mitigate the challenges they
faced as CSU student veterans diagnosed with PTSD. The participants indicated 30 times
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during the interviews the strategies they used to overcome the challenges they
experienced as student veterans at the CSU. Four sub-themes emerged from the data.
The information yielded from the data revealed four common strategies each participant
used to overcome challenges they experienced as CSU students.
Personal determination. Five of the seven participants stated that mitigating
challenges was a matter of determination and drive, with a frequency response of 15.
Participant 1 reflected upon their boot camp experience and applied the lessons learned
related to personal determination to mitigate challenges experienced in academia.
Participant 1 stated,
I went to boot camp in South Carolina on a little island called Parris Island. One
of our boot camp drill instructors said in the very first couple of days, the quickest
way off this island is to graduate. I just needed to remember that part of me and
like bring that back up. Embrace it and I’m like, okay, school is my island. Now
the quickest way off THIS island is to graduate. And it doesn’t have to be as
quick as everybody else.
Participant 2 stated, “I don't think it’s that I actually think it’s strength, we have such a
strength to persevere and to deal with this and keep going and keep succeeding. And it's
that strength that really pushed me.” Similarly, Participant 4 responded, “Actually, it was
really hard. I had to find my own way. Nobody else really got involved in my
education.” One participant expressed that, despite being homeless while enrolled, “I
keep moving forward. It was really a struggle and I know I didn’t look at it as a whole
picture, I looked at it as one little class at a time, one little section at a time.”
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Mental health management. Of the seven participants interviewed, four said that
managing their mental health was an essential mitigation strategy to succeed in school.
Participant 1 responded, “And I really, yeah, I had to decide to try and really get a hold
on my mental health, you know, so I found a really good therapist.” Participant 5 stated,
“Therapy that for sure has helped me overcome some of the challenges. Especially
maintaining emotional control. I have a real good psychologist who helps me understand
why I feel the way I do sometimes.” Participant 7 had a similar response, stating, “I think
the biggest strategy I used was getting mental health therapy.”
Employ open communication skills. Three of the seven participants revealed
using open communication was the key to mitigating challenges, with a frequency
response of 4. Participant 2 indicated there were times when academic productivity was
diminished as a result of symptoms associated with PTSD and stated, “I've talked on the
side to my professors and worked out different plans.” Similarly, Participant 3 expressed,
“So, whenever I was struggling or whenever I was having a hard time, I would speak to
the professor.” One participant explained,
My therapist encouraged me to socialize more even if I had to force myself to.
He wanted me to learn how to reconnect with other people besides veterans and in
doing so I have learned to be a more open communicator not only with my
civilian peers but with my professors.
Veterans Resource Center (VRC). Of the seven participants interviewed, three
indicated the Veterans Resource Center was an important resource that they used to
mitigate the challenges they experienced as CSU student veterans. Participant 5
responded, “Um, the veteran resource center was a good resource for me when it was

93

open. I would go there just for some quiet time and felt pretty secure there, especially
when other veterans were there.”
Sub-question 3: What types of student services offered by a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive to be most beneficial for increasing
their positive academic outcomes? Two themes emerged that identified the most
common support services that the student veterans perceived were most beneficial in
improving their academic outcomes. These themes are presented in Table 9. The data
yielded the following:
Support Services Offered to Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD
Table 9
Sub-question 3 themes
Common Themes

Number of Frequency
Respondents
of
Responses
Veterans Resource Center (VRC)
5
12
Disability Support Services (DSS)
3
6
Note. n = 7. Two participants identified academic writing and math tutoring as support
services which enhanced academic outcomes.
Each participant identified which support services were offered by the CSU that
student veterans perceived as beneficial to their academic outcomes. The participants
indicated 18 times during the interviews that they perceived the support services offered
for student veterans as beneficial to their academic outcomes. Two sub-themes emerged
from the data. The information yielded from the data revealed two common support
services the CSU offered to student veterans that improved academic outcomes.
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Veterans Resource Center (VRC). Five of the seven participants interviewed
indicated that the VRC was a valuable support service offered to veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD. Participant 7 stated,
Oh, for sure the veteran resource center is the first resource I go to. Our resource
center has all the resources available to us from maneuvering through the
financial aid process to different types of tutoring services that are offered by the
university. I used to use the veterans center as the central hub for any questions I
had, and if they didn’t have the answer for me, they were able to point me in the
right direction. Yes, the veterans center for sure is a great support service.
Similarly, Participant 3 stated, “I leaned heavily on those resources here at the California
State University. They have one of the greatest resource centers in the nation.”
Participant 2 expressed, “I feel like the school does offer you specific assistance. I
thought the ‘V’ centers are really good.”
Access to Disability Support Services (DSS). Each CSU campus offers
disability support services; however, access to Disability Support Services was a shared
theme among three of the seven participants. Participant 3 responded, “I didn’t use them
too much, but I know they’re definitely out there.” One participant stated, “You know I
have a lot of a lot of disabilities for learning. So, being able to get some of those aids that
I got is really a success for me just to keep going.”
Sub-question #4: What types of student services not currently offered at a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or
Orange County do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would have
helped increase their positive academic outcomes? One common theme emerged that
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described prospective services that can enhance positive academic outcomes for student
veterans diagnosed with PTSD. This theme is presented in Table 10.
Prospective Student Veteran Support Services
Table 10
Sub-question 4 theme
Common Themes

Number of Frequency
Respondents
of
Responses
Veteran Peer Support Groups
3
5
Note. n = 7. Two participants responded a better financial aid process, one participant
responded a PTSD support group, and one participant described a student veteran liaison
program for newly enrolled student veterans.
Three participants identified prospective student veteran support services not
currently offered at the CSU that could increase positive academic outcomes. The
participants indicated five times during the interviews that the prospective services the
CSU could offer student veterans diagnosed with PTSD could enhance academic
outcomes. The information yielded from the data revealed that the development of a
veteran peer support group is support service not currently offered by the CSU, but one
that, if provided, could enhance academic outcomes.
Veteran peer support groups. Three of the seven participants indicated that a
veteran peer support group is a support service not currently offered at the CSU. One
participant expressed the importance of a veteran peer support group and stated,
So, just like talking to you, if we were in a group setting and I learned you were a
20-year veteran experiencing the same problems in school and how you overcame
them, I would be more inclined to look to you [for] guidance and assistance.
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Participant 7 had a similar perception and stated,
I think they should offer veteran peer support groups on campus. I know there are
a lot of veterans who struggle with all kinds of issues and to have a support group
would definitely help. Sometimes just knowing you aren’t alone in your struggles
and having a group of people to back you up and sometimes lead you in the right
direction would have made my experiences much more enjoyable.
Participant 4 reiterated this theme, stating, “There should be a weekly group where we
could meet and talk.”
Summary
The purpose of chapter IV was to present the data and findings that emerged from
exploring the lived experiences of veterans diagnosed with PTSD while attending a
California State University in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
The research also explored and revealed current and prospective resources the
participants perceived were beneficial to their academic success and persistence. The
chapter begins with an overview and a review of the purpose statement and research
questions. The chapter clarifies the research design and data collection procedures.
Next, the chapter reviews the data collection procedures, population, sample, and
demographic data of the research participants. The chapter concludes with a presentation
and analysis of the data and research findings based on the most common themes yielded
by the participant responses.
Seven participants were selected and participated in a confidential, semistructured, virtual interview comprised of 10 interview questions. The data yielded from
each of the research questions were coded and entered into NVivo software. Themes
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developed and the findings of the study are organized by the central research question
and four sub-questions. The findings for the central research question and sub-questions
are presented in Table 11.
Table 11
Findings for central research question and sub-questions
Research Questions
What are the lived experiences of
veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD while attending a
California State University (CSU)
in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County?
What challenges do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD
experience that are detrimental to
their positive academic outcomes
while enrolled at a California
State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County?
What strategies do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD
use to mitigate the challenges
faced while enrolled at a
California State University (CSU)
in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County?
What types of student services
offered by a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or
Orange County do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD
perceive to be most beneficial for
increasing their positive academic
outcomes?
What types of student services not
currently offered at a California
State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County do
veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD perceive would have
helped increase their positive
academic outcomes?

Common Themes

# of Respondents

Advancement of Career
Opportunities
Academic Achievement
Socialization Growth
Financial Aid Processes

7
6
3
3

Frequency of
Responses
9
9
6
3

Living with Symptoms
Associated with PTSD
Age Disparity Between
Peers
Socialization with Peers
Financial Aid Processes
Access to Disability
Services
Time Management
Personal Determination
Mental Health
Management
Employ Open
Communication Skills
Veterans Resource Center
(VRC)
Veterans Resource Center
(VRC)
Disability Support Services
(DSS)

7
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6
5
5
3
3

10
11
10
7
5

5
4
3
3

15
7
4
4

5
3

12
6

Veteran Peer Support
Groups

3

5
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Findings for Central Research Question
The central research question examined the lived experiences of student veterans
diagnosed with PTSD while attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. The information yielded from the data
identified one common sub-theme for participant motivation and three sub-themes for
successes experienced as current student veterans attending a CSU. All participants
identified advancing career opportunities as the most prevalent motivation for their
pursuit of a college degree. Furthermore, the participants identified the successes they
experienced at their CSUs. Six of the seven participants indicated that they were
successful academically. Three participants indicated they were successful in
socialization growth, and three participants indicated they were successful in negotiating
the financial aid process.
Findings for Sub-Question 1
What challenges do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD experience that are
detrimental to their positive academic outcomes while enrolled at a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
Sub-question 1 explored the perceptions veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
experienced as CSU students that negatively impacted their positive academic outcomes.
Six themes emerged from the data that identified the perceived challenges the participants
experiences as CSU student veterans. All seven participants indicated their primary
challenge was living with symptoms associated with PTSD. Six of the seven participants
revealed that age disparity with their civilian contemporaries was another challenge
experienced as CSU student veterans. The third theme that emerged from the data was
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socialization with peers, which five of the seven participants perceived as a challenge that
negatively impacted their academic outcomes. Furthermore, five participants described
negotiating the financial aid process as challenging and confusing. Finally, three of the
seven participants indicated that both access to disability services and time management
were challenges they perceived as detrimental to their positive academic outcomes.
Findings for Sub-Question 2
What strategies do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD use to mitigate the
challenges faced while enrolled at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
Sub-question 2 examined the strategies veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
utilized to overcome the unique challenges they experienced as CSU students. Four
major themes emerged, indicating strategies the participants implemented to mitigate the
challenges they experienced as CSU students. The first strategy, personal determination,
was described by five of the seven participants. Mental health management was
indicated by four of the seven participants as their method to mitigate challenges they
experienced at the CSU. The next theme that emerged was employing open
communication skills, which was indicated by three of seven participants. The final
common theme that emerged from the data was utilization of the Veterans Resource
Center (VRC), which was indicated by three of seven participants.
Finding for Sub-Question 3
What types of student services offered by a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran students
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diagnosed with PTSD perceive to be most beneficial for increasing their positive
academic outcomes?
Sub-question 3 examined the student services offered by the CSU that veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceived as instrumental in elevating their positive
academic outcomes. Two sub-themes emerged when exploring the student veterans’
perspective of support services offered by the CSU that improved their academic
outcomes. The primary resource, indicated by five of seven participants, was the campus
Veteran Resource Center (VRC). The second sub-theme to emerge was shared by three
of the seven participants, who noted the importance of access to Disability Support
Services (DSS). The participants reported that ease of access to support services
improved their academic outcomes.
Findings for Sub-Question 4
What types of student services not currently offered at a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would have helped increase their positive
academic outcomes?
Research sub-question 4 explored the research participants’ perceptions on which
prospective services not currently offered by the CSU would help increase their positive
academic outcomes. One sub-theme emerged: development of a veteran peer support
group, which was indicated by three of the seven participants. The participants observed
that a veteran peer support group would be beneficial and would increase positive
academic outcomes.
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Chapter IV was comprised of an analysis of the data yielded from the interviews
conducted on seven participants. Furthermore, Chapter IV presented the findings as a
result of the analysis. Chapter V consists of a more thorough analysis of the findings,
unexpected findings, conclusions, and implications for action. Finally, Chapter V will
address recommendations for future research as well as final remarks and reflections.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview
Chapter V provides lucid descriptions of the findings yielded from the study in
Chapter IV. The chapter then presents the major findings of the central research question
and sub-questions. Lastly, the conclusions and implication for action are detailed,
followed by recommendations for future research and closing statements.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological replication study was to
understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans diagnosed with posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Furthermore, it was the intent of this
study to explore the current and prospective services that veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD believe were helpful or would be helpful in promoting their academic success and
their persistence.
Research Questions
What are the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed with PTSD while
attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County?
Sub-Questions
1.

Challenges – What challenges do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
experience that are detrimental to their positive academic outcomes while enrolled
at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County?
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2. Process – What strategies do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD use to
mitigate the challenges faced while enrolled at a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
3. Services – What types of student services offered by a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceive to be most beneficial for increasing their
positive academic outcomes?
4. Prospective Services – What types of student services not currently offered at a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or
Orange County do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would have
helped increase their positive academic outcomes?
Methodology
The foundation of this phenomenological research study was guided by one
central research question and four sub-questions. The study utilized a semi-structured
interview guide consisting of 12 open-ended questions. The interview questions were
developed to elicit a detailed narrative from the participant in an effort to explore their
lived experiences. The interviews were conducted virtually, recorded, and subsequently
transcribed. The researcher analyzed the data, which revealed consistent themes as
iterated by the participants.
Population
The population in this research study consisted of veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD who currently attend a California State University. Population is defined as “[a]
group of individuals or events from which a sample is drawn and to which results can be

104

generalized” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 489). The veteran landscape in
California is nearing 2 million residents (Arman, 2016: Legislative Analyst’s Office,
2017), of which over 1 million veterans and military-connected students are utilizing the
educational benefits afforded by the Montgomery G.I. Bill (U.S. Department of Veteran’s
Affairs, 2019). The numbers of veterans residing in the California counties of Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, and Orange between 2014 and 2018 were 123,908, 223,217,
91,759, and 112,264, respectively (United States Census Bureau, 2019). In the 20172018 academic year, the nine UC campuses enrolled approximately 2200 veteran students
(University of California, 2020). Similarly, the CSU system estimates that they serve
over 20,000 military-connected students (The California State University, n.d.), which
includes approximately 7,000 veterans (M. Thomas, personal communication, September
30, 2020).
Target Population
With the large population of veteran students enrolled in the California State
University (CSU) system, the researcher narrowed the study population. A target
population for a study is the entire set of individuals chosen from the overall population
for which the study data are to be used to make inferences. The target population defines
the population to which the findings are meant to be generalized. It is important that
target populations are clearly identified for the purposes of a research study (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010).
Collectively, the CSUs in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, and Orange
County serve approximately 6,500 veteran and military-connected students (College
Factual, 2020; CSUSM, n.d.; N. Arman, personal communication, October 12, 2020; UC
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Riverside, 2020). The researcher selected these counties in California due to the
substantial number of veteran residents represented in each county as well as the
convenient geographic location of each university to the researcher. It is typically not
feasible, due to time or cost constraints, to study large groups; therefore, the researcher
chose population samples from within a larger group. The target population was
identified as veteran students diagnosed with PTSD currently enrolled at a California
State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
Sample
This phenomenological research study applied a non-probability purposive
convenience sampling method to identify veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
currently enrolled a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County. The sample is a group of participants in a study selected
from the population from which the researcher intends to generalize (Creswell, 2003;
McMillan and Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). The participants of this research study
were communicated with virtually, affording easy accessibility. In addition, to
participate in this research study prospective participants were required to (1) be a
veteran of the U.S. Armed Forces, (2) be currently enrolled at a CSU in the California
counties of Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange, and (3) have a diagnosis of
PTSD. Furthermore, purposive sampling was used to elect participants that were
representative of and could inform on the purpose of the research. Purposeful sampling
was chosen as the method of sample selection based on the criteria that participants were
required to meet. These particular sampling methods were applied as the information
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yielded would be generalizable from participants who are categorically analogous to the
target population.
The researcher determined that a sample size of seven participants was
appropriate for the study. The sample size was pre-determined by the researcher in
anticipation that saturation would be achieved. Saturation is achieved when analysis
reveals that themes and patterns have become redundant and nothing new is being
learned (Patton, 2015). Dukes (1984) asserts that a sample size of one is sufficient to
conduct a phenomenological research study; however, “…it is wise to expand the sample
to include three, five or perhaps even ten subjects” (p. 200). Similarly, Creswell suggests
that the sample size range for phenomenological research is 3 to 10 participants
(Guetterman, 2015).
Demographic Data
Protecting the identity of the participants in this research study was imperative;
therefore, very limited demographic data was captured. The sample included seven
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. Four of the participants were male and three
were female. The cumulative total number of years served in the military was 41.5 years,
with a range from four years to eight years per participant. Of the seven participants, four
served in the U.S. Army, one served in the U.S. Air Force, one served in the U.S. Marine
Corps, and one served in the U.S. Navy.
Major Findings
This phenomenological research study examined the lived experiences of veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD while attending a CSU in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County. This study also examined which of the support services
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currently offered by the CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceived as
instrumental in enhancing their academic success and persistence. Furthermore, this
study explored prospective support services that student veterans diagnosed with PTSD
perceived could be beneficial to their academic success and persistence. Based on the
findings of this study, veteran students diagnosed with PTSD addressed how the
university could enhance their overall academic success and persistence. The data
yielded the following key findings:
Central Research Question
What are the lived experiences of veteran students diagnosed with PTSD while
attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County?
Major Finding 1: Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD Pursue a College Degree to
Enhance Employability
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD pursue a post-secondary degree to
enhance their post-military occupational and employment goals. The respondents in this
study revealed that veteran students diagnosed with PTSD pursue a college degree to
advance their ability to establish a career. All of the participants expressed their primary
motivation to pursue a degree was to become employable in the civilian world. During
the individual interviews, the participants expressed that earning a college degree was
paramount in establishing or furthering their post-military career goals. One of the
findings, in the seminal study conducted by Arman (2016), revealed,
…pursing post-secondary education would either help them [veteran student]
obtain the career of their choice, help them get promoted within their fields, or
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that their desired career required graduate level education and community college
was a building block for them (p. 124).
Additionally, 86% of the participants expressed that part of their lived experiences were
measured by the successes they achieved academically. Almost half of the participants
(43%) explained that the academic experience has afforded them the ability to grow
socially, outside the military culture. Research sub-question 1 explored the challenges
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD experienced as CSU students that impacted their
positive academic outcomes.
Sub-Question 1
What challenges do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD experience that are
detrimental to their positive academic outcomes while enrolled at a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
Major Finding 2: The Symptoms Associated with PTSD Impair Positive Academic
Outcomes
The comorbidity of symptoms associated with PTSD impair positive academic
outcomes for CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. Evaluation of a lived
experience for veteran students diagnosed with PTSD involves a self-assessment of the
symptoms presented by the disorder. During the interviews, each participant described
comorbid symptoms associated with PTSD and the negative implications associated with
those experiences. Some symptoms associated with PTSD include anxiety, depression,
irritability, anger, and social dissonance (National Center for PTSD, U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs, 2018).
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Of the various symptoms associated with PTSD, each participant described
anxiety as the primary symptomatic challenge that was detrimental to their positive
academic outcomes. The Association for University and College Counseling Center
Directors (AUCCCD) conducted a survey of 477 university and college counseling
service directors for the period of July 1, 2019 through June 30, 2020. The survey
respondents revealed, “Anxiety continues to be the most frequent concern among college
counseling center clients at 59.2%...” (Gorman, Bruns, Chin, Fitzpatrick, Koenig,
LeViness, & Sokolowski, 2020, p. 5). Additionally, 71% of the participants described
unwarranted feelings of irritability as another symptom that diminished their positive
academic outcomes. Other comorbid symptoms reported by more than half of the study
participants included hypervigilance, feelings of isolation, inability to concentrate, and
living in a perpetual state of fatigue.
Major Finding 3: Age Disparity Between Academic Peers Diminishes Positive
Academic Outcomes
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD have difficulty bridging the age gap
and relating to the younger traditional college student. The data yielded from the
interviews revealed consensus among 86% of the participants stating that the age
differences between the veteran student and their collegiate peers impaired the veteran’s
ability to expand their social network and improve their ability to achieve positive
academic outcomes. The average age of a veteran student is 24 – 40, whereas the
traditionally aged college student is 18 – 23 (PNPI, 2019; U.S. Department of Veteran’s
Affairs, 2019). Veteran students “…often report difficulty connecting socially with
traditional students, who are less likely to have firmly established vocational, social, and
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family roles” (Bosari, et. al., 2017). During the interviews, the participants disclosed
their perceptions that a veteran student could not easily relate to their civilian
contemporaries because they did not share the same life experiences, nor did they share
similar life same responsibilities (e.g., social, occupational, relational).
Major Finding 4: Lack of Socialization with Peers is Detrimental to Positive Academic
Outcomes.
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD have difficulty socializing with their
academic peers, which is detrimental to achieving positive academic outcomes.
Socialization improves communication skills and exposes students to different cultures
and values. Developing a strong support network is a key ingredient to attaining positive
academic outcomes. According to a study conducted by Bosari et. al. (2017), veteran
students disclosed difficulty socializing with the traditional college student. Similarly,
Kees et. al. (2017) asserted, the inability to adapt and socially interact with academic
peers is detrimental to student veteran academic persistence.
Seventy-one percent of the research participants revealed that their positive
academic outcomes were diminished as a result of their lack of socialization with their
collegiate contemporaries. During the writing of this research study, the inability for
veteran students to socialize with their civilian collegiate contemporaries was
compounded as a result of mandated campus closures in the wake of the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition, one participant noted that, aside from working on team projects or
collaborating in the classroom, they had little to no interest in forming any long-lasting
relationships with their younger classmates.
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Major Finding 5: Negotiating the Financial Aid Process Reduces Positive Academic
Outcomes.
Negotiating the financial aid process induces stress and reduces veteran student
positive academic outcomes. CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD are confused
by the current financial aid process. Consequently, if the financial aid request process is
delayed or has errors, financial awards may be delayed or discontinued. According to
Lake (2019),
55% of students struggle to find the money to pay for college and 51% dropped
out of college because of financial issues. The percentage of college dropouts can
be even higher for students who are the first in their families to attend college”
(para. 2, 3).
The information yielded from the interviews demonstrated that 71% of the
participants were confused by the financial aid process. Furthermore, the participants
explained that the stress associated with the financial aid process exacerbated the PTSD
symptoms they experience. In the survey, 5 Signs that Financial Stress is Impacting
College Students and How Financial Wellness Can Help, iGrad (2020) postulated that
mental health problems are linked to financial stress.
One participant expressed disdain for the financial aid process and award system
as it relates to disabled students. The participant indicated, during the interview, that to
receive full financial aid benefits one must take a minimum of 12 units and must maintain
a grade point average of 3.0 or better. Failing to meet these requirements can
significantly impact the amount of aid that is received, or that aid may be revoked
altogether. During the interview, Participant 1 questioned the financial aid process and
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award system by inquiring, “Why are disabled students being held to the same standard
as students without disabilities?”
Major Finding 6: CSU Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD have Difficulty
Accessing Disability Services
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD experience challenges accessing
disability services which impairs positive academic outcomes and persistence. All 23
CSU campuses offer a variety of support services for students with disabilities. The
disability support services are delineated by the CSU Policy for the Provision of
Accommodations and Support Services to Students with Disabilities (The California
State University, n.d.). The CSU system groups students with disabilities into 11
categories, one being Student with Psychological or Psychiatric Disability.
43% of the participants reported that the process of accessing disability services
was challenging and stressful. For example, one participant revealed they were homeless
and did not have the ability to access the disability services for approximately three years.
Another participant indicated that receiving disability services was much more
challenging for the veteran student because the veteran student has the added process of
going through the Veteran’s Administration (VA), whereas the traditional students need
only manage the CSU system. Participant 4 emphasized this point and added, “It’s much
easier for them [traditional college student] to get into the disability system.” Another
participant indicated that although they knew services were available, the manner in
which the services were marketed by the CSU to the veteran students is ineffective.
Major Finding 7: CSU Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD Need Improved Time
Management Skills
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CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD need improved time management
skills. CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD have difficulty navigating new
academic demands and life responsibilities. As veteran students transition from the strict
military culture to a more autonomous academic environment, the veteran student must
learn to manage their time with little to no guidance. Learning to manage the time
needed to nurture personal relationships, meet academic requirements, and maintain
occupational responsibilities compromises student persistence (Callahan & Jarrat, 2014).
In this study, 43% of the participants indicated that time management was a significant
factor that impaired the positive academic outcomes. Participant 5 emphasized this point
and shared, “Trying to work, raise a family and go to school, man, I can’t get a break
sometimes. So, that also is something I don’t think these kids have to deal with.”
Sub-Question 2
What strategies do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD use to mitigate the
challenges faced while enrolled at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside,
San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County?
Major Finding 8: CSU Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD Rely Upon Personal
Determination to Mitigate Challenges
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD rely upon personal determination to
mitigate the challenges experienced in academia. The veteran students in this research
study indicated that they believed the training they received in the military instilled an
ethos of “never give up” when faced with obstacles. This sentiment was expressed by the
research participants as a result of the lessons learned in boot camp and subsequent
military service. Basic training or Boot Camp is a 6 to 13-week (depending on the
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branch of service) extremely intense indoctrination period all prospective service
members must successfully complete to serve in the United States military. One of the
main objectives of Boot Camp is to enculturate recruits into military culture and provide
the “…tools necessary to perform your tasks with the efficiency, courage and confidence
to succeed in the face of adversity” (Smith, 2021, para. 4).
Five of the seven participants indicated that their primary mitigation strategy to
manage the challenges experienced in academia was personal determination. One
participant emphasized, “I’ve had to really push myself outside my comfort zone to
connect with other peers.” Another participant indicated, “So, I really enjoyed it, you
know, stepping outside my comfort zone. I, just kind of like, desensitized myself and
forced myself to make those [personal] connections.” Participant 1, when challenged
with the financial aid process, stated, “I will find a solution to this problem.”
Major Finding 9: CSU Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD are Employing
Mitigation Strategies
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD improve positive academic outcomes
by employing positive mitigation strategies when faced with challenges as they
enculturate into academia. The challenges experienced by CSU veteran students include
navigating the CSU and VA financial aid system; balancing work, home, and school
responsibilities; and re-learning how to socialize in the academic environment. Finding
3, in the study conducted by Arman, indicated veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
lacked healthy coping mechanisms (Arman, 2016) which contradicts the findings in this
study.
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Each participant, in this study, was able to share the methods they employed to
overcome their personal, academic, and professional challenges faced while attending a
CSU. Four of seven veteran students indicated that participating in psychological or
psychiatric treatment was their primary mitigation strategy. Schlossberg’s 4s system
describes “Support” as people who promote or detract from the adult’s transition
(Kotewa, 1995) The participants indicated that the benefits of regular mental health
treatment provided them a more robust academic experience. Participant 5 stated,
“Therapy, that for sure has helped me overcome some of the challenges, especially
maintaining emotional control.” Another participant indicated that they actively
participate in Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) treatment and
the results of the treatment improved their academic outcomes.
Another notable finding related to three of seven participants was implementing
open communication with their contemporaries and professors. Each participant
indicated that open communication diminished conflicts and misunderstandings they
encountered at the CSU. For example, one participant responded with regard to
assignment deadlines, “I’ve talked on the side to my professors and worked out different
plans.” Another participant remarked that the faculty demonstrated empathy and
flexibility, stating,
So, one thing that one of my professors taught me early on, it was like, you don’t
have to suffer in silence. So, when I, whenever I was struggling or whenever I
was having a hard time, I would communicate with the professor.
Major Finding 10: The Veteran Resource Center is a Primary Resource CSU Veterans
Diagnosed with PTSD Use to Overcome Obstacles
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The Veteran Resource Center is the primary source veteran students utilize to
successfully resolve the unique problems they encounter at the CSU. Each CSU has a
Veteran Resource Center, although some are more robust in size and differ in available
services. For example, “Although not all inclusive, specific veteran and militaryconnected student services offered at SDSU includes military spouse opportunities,
veteran education benefits, and critical language courses” (SDSU World Campus, 2019).
CSU San Bernardino boasts a 1,500 square foot VRC with computer access, a conference
room, and support programs, such as, new student veteran orientation and a weekly
mental health support group (CSUSB, n.d.).
The differences in services are dependent on campus location and the size of the
veteran student population. Three of the seven participants indicated that use of the VRC
and the available resources was their primary mitigation strategy to overcome obstacles
experienced at the CSU. One participant indicated that the VRC was a great place to
decompress or to build relationships outside the classroom. Another participant
responded, “I would reach out [to the VRC] before things became a big problem and I
would try to address them early on to mitigate any issues.”
Sub-Question 3
What types of student services offered by a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD perceive to be most beneficial for increasing their positive
academic outcomes?
Major Finding 11: Veteran Resource Center Services Increase Positive Academic
Outcomes
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Veteran Resource Center services increase positive academic outcomes for CSU
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. The participants in this research study perceived
the Veteran Resource Center as the primary resource available that increased their
positive academic outcomes. Veteran Services provides opportunities for mentorship and
professional development, networking and portfolio building, and to meet with VA
claims representatives and university deans (CSUSM Veteran Services, n.d.).
71% of the participants indicated that the VRC provided assistance in navigating
complex issues they experienced as a CSU veteran student. Participant 1 remarked,
“They have people that can help you apply for medical and CalFresh.” Additionally,
Participant 1 indicated the VRC enrolled them in the CSU care network as a
supplemental resource the veteran student could rely upon. Another participant indicated
that the VRC were helpful in navigating the G.I. Bill process. Another participant
indicated that the VRC was a safe space and had a staff that was effective in resolving
any challenges. Participant 7 stated, “I used the veterans center as a central hub for any
question I had and if they didn’t have an answer for me, they were able to point me in the
right direction.” During the interview the participants explained that the VRC alleviated
a lot of stress associated with the various academic processes. The veteran students
perceived that the lack of stress and the robust wealth of resources available at the VRC
increased their positive academic outcomes and persistence.
Major Finding 12: Disability Support Services Increases Positive Academic Outcomes
CSU Disability Support Services increases positive academic outcomes for CSU
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. Each CSU offers an array of disability services
for students with certifiable disabilities. Some accommodations available to students
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with disabilities include extra time on assignments and exams, oral and sign language
interpreters, and real-time transcription. The programs and policies that drive the
disability services across the CSU system are promulgated by the Policy for Provision
Accommodation and Support Services to Students with Disabilities (The California State
University, n.d.).
The majority of the participants in this research study did not achieve consensus
regarding services were offered that increased their positive academic outcomes.
However, 42% indicated that Disability Support Services (DSS) was the primary resource
that increased their positive academic outcomes. One participant responded, “I leaned
heavily on those resources [DSS] here at CSU.” Another participant revealed that aside
from PTSD, they also contended with learning disabilities, and the services provided by
the DSS increased their positive academic outcomes. The remaining participants
indicated variously that academic writing help, math tutoring, access to financial aid
opportunities, and access to on-campus mental health services were the services that
increased their positive academic outcomes.
Sub-Question 4
What types of student services not currently offered at a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would have helped increase their positive
academic outcomes?
Major Finding 13: CSU Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD Perceive Veteran
Peer Support Groups Would Promote Positive Academic Outcomes
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CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive that veteran peer support
groups would be helpful in achieving positive academic outcomes. Veteran peer support
groups are led by a veteran who shares similar experiences with trauma and negotiating
life outside the military. Some benefits of participating in peer support groups include
developing coping mechanisms to manage every day challenges, learning how to
effectively communicate with others, and learning how to trust others (U.S. Department
of Veterans Affairs, 2012). The participants in this research study were divided in their
response to determining what type of prospective services would have helped increased
their positive academic outcomes. During the interviews, different suggestions were
recommended by the participants; however, 42% indicated that a veteran peer support
group would have helped increase their positive academic outcomes. One participant
responded,
Yes, I think they should offer veteran peer support groups on campus. I know
there are a lot of veterans who struggle with all kinds of issues and to have a
support group would definitely help. Sometimes, just knowing you aren’t alone in
your struggles and having a group of people to back you up and sometimes lead
you in the right direction would have made my experiences much more enjoyable.
Another participant emphasized the idea by stating, “A group session for students
with PTSD just in general. On the veteran side, there should be a weekly group where
we could meet and talk.” Participant 2 stated that they would attend a support group
comprised of veteran students, if it were available at their campus.
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Conclusions
The information yielded from this research study and the review of the literature
resulted in seven conclusions regarding the lived experiences of veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD as they attend a CSU. A conclusion is a synthesis of critical
thinking, analysis, and evaluation of the findings yielded from the study (Roberts, 2010).
The conclusions drawn from this study suggest that CSU veteran students diagnosed with
PTSD encounter barriers that diminish their ability to achieve positive academic
outcomes.
Conclusion 1: Veteran students diagnosed with PTSD pursue a degree to improve
post-military career opportunities; however, they fail to anticipate how the
comorbid symptoms associated with PTSD will negatively impact their ability to
navigate the CSU system
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD pursue a college education to
improve post-military career opportunities. Results of this study concluded that veteran
students pursue college to further their career goals once they leave the military. Kintzle
and Castro (2018) state,
The transition from military service to civilian employment is one of the most
important factors related to post-service well-being and success. It is also one of
the biggest challenges. The majority of veterans describe finding a job as the
greatest challenge in transitioning to the civilian life.
During the interview, each participant described their individual transition experiences
from the military to academic culture. The research participants addressed how the
decision to attend college was intended to either (a) establish a new career due to some
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disability that developed during their military service or (b) further their post-military
career goals by earning a post-secondary degree and becoming more marketable in the
civilian sector. Castro and Kintzle (2016) postulated, “…service members transitioning
from the military to civilian life must find new meaningful employment, build new social
networks [and] adjust to civilian culture” (para. 1).
Living with the symptoms associated with PTSD impairs the ability of CSU
veterans diagnosed with PTSD to achieve positive academic outcomes. The veteran
students in this study responded negatively when discussing the relationship between
their academic experiences and PTSD. Each participant indicated the comorbidity of
symptoms associated with PTSD (e.g., anxiety, depression, sleep deprivation, inability to
focus) are catalysts that activate dysfunctional behaviors (e.g., anger, irrationality) in
other areas of learning needed to thrive in the academic environment.
Conclusion 2: As veteran students diagnosed with PTSD navigate the collegiate
environment, they fail to recognize the challenges of socializing with civilians will
have on achieving positive academic outcomes and persistence.
Social support is an essential ingredient within the military population and may
alleviate some stressors experienced by veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. “Within
the military population, social support has been considered a resiliency factor in post-war
PTSD. Thus, social support may play a protective role among those suffering from
mental health issues…” (Hachey et al., 2016, p. 11). Many of the participants expressed
that they were unable to relate to their civilian contemporaries in a meaningful way,
diminishing their ability to establish a social support system.
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Conclusion 3: Although veteran students diagnosed with PTSD are eligible for and
have access to financial aid resources, those who experience challenges obtaining
financial aid on a consistent basis lose confidence in their ability to successfully
complete their degree program
CSU student veterans diagnosed with PTSD have difficulty negotiating the
conjoined CSU and Veterans Administration financial aid process, which increases stress
levels, impairing positive academic outcomes. The participants in the study indicated
that the financial aid process was complicated and confusing at the most fundamental
levels. According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs: Office of Research &
Development (2017), veteran students
…may be less skilled at navigating available services outside the context of the
military setting…These problems could include not understanding how to use
services such as the Veterans Benefits Administration, which provides financial
and other aid to Veterans and their dependents (para. 22).
The participants indicated that the stress associated with not knowing whether the
financial aid award was processed properly, whether the funding would be distributed on
time, or whether they would receive a financial aid award at all was a fundamental
stressor that exacerbated the symptoms associated with PTSD, further diminishing
positive academic outcomes.
Conclusion 4: While CSU Disability Support Services is an essential program for
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD, information is not disseminated effectively
and has failed to reach a significant percentage of the veteran student population,
diminishing their ability to succeed and persist
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Disability Support Services (DSS) promotes positive academic outcomes for CSU
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD. DSS is offered by each CSU campus and
provides a means for students with disabilities to have equitable access to academic
opportunities. Forty-three percent of the participants in this study indicated positive
perceptions of the services received by DSS. One participant indicated that the academic
accommodations provided through DSS enhanced their positive academic outcomes and
persistence. Another participant indicated that the DSS provided access to tutoring,
which improved their academic writing and math skills, enabling them to more easily
succeed in their university coursework.
Conversely, forty-two percent of the participants in this study stated that their
inability to access DSS impaired positive academic outcomes. One participant indicated
that they were destitute and could not access DSS for approximately three years. Another
participant indicated that accessing DSS was much easier for their civilian
contemporaries as they need only negotiate the CSU system, whereas the CSU student
veteran diagnosed with PTSD was required to navigate the complex Veteran’s
Administration system as well.
Conclusion 5: Developing time management skills early in the transition to higher
education can help veteran students integrate the academic discipline and routines
into their daily lives to persist and thrive within the CSU
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD need to develop time management
skills as they transition from the military to the academic environment. Veteran students
have difficulty balancing professional, personal, and academic responsibilities. The
participants in this study indicated that they faced challenges in learning how to manage
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their home responsibilities, work schedules, and academic requirements. When veterans
transition from the military to the academic culture, they may become overwhelmed with
moving from a structured environment to a self-governing environment (Callahan &
Jarrat, 2014; Romero, Riggs, & Ruggero, 2015; Sheikh, 2013). “Successful transition
can be very difficult for those who continue to miss military life or who struggle to adjust
to the civilian world when they have physical or mental health barriers” (Pranger,
Murphy, & Thompson, 2009, p. 159).
Conclusion 6: Having a VA mental health professional available to meet, on
campus, with veteran students diagnosed with PTSD can reduce maladaptive
behaviors associated with PTSD and increase positive academic outcomes and
persistence
Veteran students diagnosed with PTSD can be “triggered” by various stimuli
which can diminish their ability to achieve positive academic outcomes. Some symptoms
associated with being “triggered” include increased levels of anxiety, paranoia,
hypervigilance, irritability. The participants in this study stated they were, oftentimes,
“triggered’ by the mere thought of walking on campus or entering a classroom.
Consequently, the symptoms associated with PTSD can present as maladaptive behaviors
such as emotional outbursts, fear, and elevated levels of anxiety.
Many of the participants indicated they were able to achieve positive academic
outcomes as a result of the mental health management tools they learned through their
mental health care provider, however, it was difficult to keep appointments as their
appointments would conflict with work and school schedules. Having a VA mental
health professional team on each campus would afford veteran students diagnosed with
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PTSD the ability to more easily manage their mental health care by having immediate
access to their mental health care provider.
Conclusion 7: Without significant investments in CSU Disability Support Services,
the success and persistence of current and future veteran students will be impeded
Disability Support Services (DSS) are offered across the CSU system. The
support services are available to all certified students with disabilities. Some services
include alternate testing, preferential seating, transcriptions services, housing
accommodations, and assistance with classroom and campus accessibility. Although
there are many variables which impact a veteran student’s ability to succeed and persist,
Schlossberg’s 4S system identifies support as one factor adults experience to cope with
the transition (Evans, et. al, 2010). According to Babin (2020), support is identified as
“…the various resources that are available to someone in transition. These may be
persons or institutions”. Kotewa (1995) describes support as
…people who are likely to help or hinder the person going through the transition.
Does the person have support from family, friends, peers, and advisors? In what
ways do those people give support? In what ways do they hinder the person’s
efforts to change?
The disability services provided to veteran students are not consistent across the CSU
system which diminishes the ability of some CSU veteran students from thriving in the
academic environment. Failing to invest fully in each campus and their disability support
services programs will hinder current and future veteran students from achieving positive
academic outcomes and persistence.
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Conclusion 8: While the CSU strives to integrate veteran students with PTSD into
the fabric of the campus, the CSU administration and faculty lack training and
understanding to assist the veteran students diagnosed with PTSD to overcome
obstacles and reach their full potential
CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD have unique backgrounds and
experiences in comparison to the traditional college student. Most veteran students are
older, have families, work full-time, and attend college; a much different set of
responsibilities as compared to the average eighteen-year-old college student.
Furthermore, the veteran student is also a byproduct of living in a culture that fosters an
ethos of team before self. The military ethos poses challenges for the veteran student
transitioning into the academic culture as academia requires more autonomy, critical
thinking, and self-expression.
The implications associated with PTSD are vast and can differ from veteran to
veteran in ways administrators and faculty do not understand. The symptoms can present
in a variety of ways resulting in behaviors such as missing assignments, absenteeism,
isolation, and irritability. Schiavone and Gentry (2014) state,
…there is a great disconnect between veteran-students and non-veteran students
on today’s college campuses. This lack of understanding among non-veteran
students, faculty, and staff regarding the experiences and needs of veteranstudents is perhaps reflected in the relative scarcity of research on the transitions
of the current generation of veteran-students from the military into IHEs
It is incumbent upon faculty and administrators to receive training on military culture,
PTSD and the student veteran. The training will foster a more robust understanding of
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the CSU veteran student and their disability. Furthermore, the training can nurture
discourse which can define strategic methods on identifying when a veteran student is in
distress and methods of assisting the veteran student overcome their challenges and
improving their ability to achieve positive academic outcomes and persistence.
Implications for Action
Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, several implications for
action are proposed by the researcher. The implications for action are drawn from the
conclusions of this research study and can influence policies and practices (Roberts,
2010). The implications pertain to all universities, the Department of Veteran’s Affairs,
the Higher Learning Commission, and all faculty and staff in the private and public
university systems. The suggestions provided are important as they reflect the
perceptions of CSU veteran students diagnosed with PTSD and what they believe would
improve veteran students’ academic outcomes and persistence.
Implication 1: CSU Student Veteran Orientation
CSUs need to develop a strategic plan and implement a veteran-specific
orientation for all incoming veteran and military-connected students. The orientation
would be the venue in which veteran and military-connected students can receive
information on all the available resources offered by the CSU. Furthermore, the
orientation would afford CSU representatives and current veteran students the
opportunity to meet and establish relationships with new incoming veteran students. The
following CSU departments should make leadership and qualified representatives
available during the symposium:
•

Admissions
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•

Veteran Resource Center

•

Financial Aid

•

Disability Support Services

•

Academic Advising

•

Mental Health Services

•

Veteran Student Organization

•

Veteran’s Administration

Welcoming veteran students and providing the means for them to develop relationships
with the various university and government representatives would eliminate the
guesswork veteran students experience, ultimately minimizing stress and anxiety.
Minimizing the guesswork and guiding the veteran student on how to navigate various
systems in the CSU would promote social growth and camaraderie, influencing veteran
student persistence and success.
Implication 2: CSU Veteran Student Mentorship (VSM)
The CSU should develop and implement a veteran student mentorship program
led by third- and fourth-year CSU veteran students. The VSM would be a partner for
new incoming student veterans for the first year of enrollment. The VSM would provide
guidance and encouragement as the new veteran student learns how to navigate the
various CSU systems. The VSM would also provide recommendations with regard to
balancing personal, occupational, and academic responsibilities in a self-governing
academic culture. Furthermore, the VSM would regularly conduct “check-ins” with their
assigned veteran students to ensure they are receiving all support services needed to
achieve positive academic outcomes.
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Implication 3: Funding Needed to Establish, Expand, and Improve Veteran
Resource Centers to Support All Veteran Students Diagnosed with PTSD
The Federal Department of Veteran’s Affairs needs to provide funding to the
CSUs to establish, expand, and improve VRCs to support all veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD. All CSUs have a VRC; however, the size and services offered by the
campus VRC vary depending on location and veteran student population. Some CSUs
offer a computer room, lounge area, and quiet area for veteran students to unwind
whereas other CSUs may not offer the same amenities due to lack of funding, space, or
veteran student population.
The Veteran Education Empowerment Act (H.R. 1652) is a bill that was
introduced to the House of Representatives on March 8, 2019, and, subsequently referred
to the House Committee on Education and Labor. If passed into law, H.R. 1652 would
require the Department of Veteran’s Affairs to give grants in amounts not to exceed
$500,000 to institutions of higher learning to support the development, maintenance,
staffing, and improvement of campus Veteran Resource Centers. To apply for a Veteran
Student Center grant, the institution must provide undergraduate and graduate level
courses to a significant number and percentage of “veteran students, members of the
Armed Forces serving on active duty, or members of a reserve component of the Armed
Forces” (Veteran Education Empowerment Act, H.R. 1652, 116 Cong., 2019-2020).
Additionally, one of the selection criteria for grants to be prioritized for distribution is
that the institution must be “…located in a region or community that has a significant
population of veterans”.
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Consequently, the number of veteran students or campus geographic location
should not dictate the minimum space and basic support services offered to veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD; all services and amenities should be consistent
throughout all CSU campuses. The VRC is a primary resource veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD rely upon when confronted with obstacles within the CSU
landscape. Having a single location to do homework, gather veteran-specific support
service information, develop relationships, or just unwind in a quiet space is essential for
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD to thrive in the academic environment and achieve
positive academic outcomes.
Implication 4: On-Campus VA Mental Health Support Services
The Federal Department of Veteran’s Affairs needs to partner with the CSU to
provide on-campus mental health support services on all CSU campuses. Veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD are in a critical stage of transition as they learn how to
enculturate into a more autonomous environment. The maladaptive behaviors associated
with PTSD often cannot be predicted, and veteran students diagnosed with PTSD assert
that the academic environment oftentimes exacerbates symptoms associated with PTSD,
minimizing the veteran student’s ability to achieve positive academic outcomes.
The mission statement of the CSU mental health support services is to afford
students the opportunity to grow and flourish in their personal, academic, social and
professional relationships. All CSUs offer on-campus mental health services for all
enrolled students. Some of the services offered include group counseling, short-term
individual counseling, psychoeducational workshops, and a 24/7 crisis intervention
hotline.
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Veteran students diagnosed with PTSD present an additional set of challenges that
extend beyond the everyday mental health services available. Veteran students need a
dedicated team of VA-funded and -trained mental health professionals that specialize in
treating this particular cultural demographic in support of the efforts made by the CSU
mental health services team. The team of VA-trained mental health professionals would
provide the necessary counseling services, group and individual therapy sessions, and
wellness workshops designed exclusively for veteran students. Furthermore, the VAtrained mental health professionals would ensure that every veteran student in their care
would be completely informed as to which mental health services are available on
campus and in the local community.
Implication 5: CSU Faculty and Staff Training on PTSD and its Impact on Veteran
Students
The CSU must conduct regular faculty and staff training on PTSD and military
culture. Veteran students bring a wealth of knowledge and real-world experiences to the
classroom as a result of their military experiences in foreign cultures. These experiences
afford veteran students the ability to share differing world perspectives, thus enhancing
student discourse, growth, and learning. Unfortunately, a significant percentage of
veteran students are afflicted with PTSD, a stress- and trauma-related disorder that can
present symptoms that impede positive academic outcomes. Some of the persistent
symptoms include sleeplessness, irrational outbursts, hypervigilance, and inability to
concentrate.
Faculty and staff members of all institutions of higher learning desire to provide a
learning environment that is supportive and promotes positive academic outcomes;
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however, many institutions do not regularly provide mental health training or military
culture aptitude training to recognize when a veteran student diagnosed with PTSD is in
emotional or psychological distress. A survey was conducted by Albright and Bryan
(n.d.) in collaboration with the National Center for Veteran Studies at the University of
Utah, which explored whether faculty and staff members believed they were adequately
trained and prepared to support a veteran student diagnosed with PTSD. The survey was
conducted between 2012 and 2017. The data yielded from the survey produced the
following results, which reflect the perceptions of 14,673 faculty and staff members
across 20 U.S. universities:
•

Seventy percent felt incapable of recognizing when a veteran student is exhibiting
signs of psychological distress.

•

Seventy-five percent of the respondents did not feel adequately prepared to
approach a veteran student to discuss their concern.

•

Forty-four percent of the survey participants indicated they were unaware of the
challenges veteran students face.

•

Ninety-four percent responded there should be military competency and veteran’s
mental health training for all faculty, staff, and administrators.

Providing CSU faculty and staff members with the tools to support veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD would provide the veteran student with the ability to achieve
positive academic outcomes.
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Recommendations for Further Research
Recommendation 1
A replication study encompassing all the CSUs should be conducted to generate a
more robust collection of data. Using a larger sample size would result in data reflecting
themes that are generalizable to the overall veteran student population. This would
identify any variances in the unique experiences and support services that veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD perceive were beneficial to their positive academic
outcomes and persistence.
Recommendation 2
A replication study should be conducted encompassing all University of
California (UC) campuses. This would capture a larger population of veteran students.
Furthermore, it would provide data on the differences between the university support
services and which services veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive would
enhance their academic outcomes and persistence.
Recommendation 3
A future mixed-method research study should be used to explore the training
university faculty and staff receive on PTSD and the mitigation strategies they use to
improve academic outcomes and persistence of veteran students. This research would
identify any disparities in faculty and staff training, as well as bridge the gap of
understanding veteran students diagnosed with PTSD and how to better support them in
achieving positive academic outcomes.
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Recommendation 4
A mixed-method research study should be conducted to explore the transitional
support services provided to military members intent on pursuing a college degree. A
mixed-method design would provide more robust information than either quantitative or
qualitative research alone could do. The information yielded from the data could
identify, from the veteran’s perspective, which transitional services provide the tools to
help prospective veteran students thrive in the academic environment.
Recommendation 5
A comparative multiple-case study should be conducted to explore the veteran
support services offered by private and public four-year institutions of higher learning.
The information yielded from the data could identify which support services offered to
veteran students were beneficial and improved their ability to succeed and persist in the
academic environment.
Recommendation 6
A mixed-method study should be conducted to explore the mental health support
services offered to veteran students. The information yielded from the study could
indicate which mental health services veteran students perceive were most effective at
improving their academic success and persistence.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The process of conducting this study afforded me the opportunity to reflect on my
transition from the military into academia and the challenges I experienced. It also forced
me to reflect on the challenges veteran students currently experience that impact positive
academic outcomes. As an Operation Iraqi Freedom /Operation Enduring Freedom
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(OIF/OEF) veteran student diagnosed with PTSD, I remembered the dissonance I felt on
my last day in the military and the overwhelming fear I felt stepping into the civilian
world. The next couple of years would be very difficult; I remember having many bouts
of anger and explosive outbursts. I lived in a perpetual state of fatigue as a result of
irregular sleep patterns, had difficulty concentrating, and lost all interest in trying to
develop a new social network as I could not seem to relate to civilians.
While enduring the challenges associated with PTSD, I also attended college.
Initially, I began the academic journey to become more marketable in the civilian world.
However, I soon discovered the academic journey is more than a gathering of scholastic
knowledge; it is a discovery of self. It took many years for me to discover how PTSD
hindered my ability to succeed in academia and in life. I intentionally remained silent
about my diagnosis until the second year of my doctoral journey.
Throughout my academic journey, as a student and as a faculty member, I was
able to observe how other veteran students diagnosed with PTSD struggled in academia
and how those challenges mirrored my past and current experiences. As I conducted the
virtual interviews and listened to the transition experiences of the participants, I
discovered how my feelings of isolation, the anxiety I felt on-campus and in the
classroom, and the relational difficulties all played a part in diminishing my ability to
thrive in the collegiate environment. I also discovered that veteran students chose to
remain silent about their struggles with PTSD because they harbored feelings of isolation.
The experiences I shared with the participants solidified my desire to edify the academic,
scientific, and professional communities regarding possible strategies that would increase
veteran student positive academic outcomes and persistence.
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This study was developed to explore the challenges veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD experience in academia and what support services they perceived promoted
positive academic outcomes. The hope of this study is to provide a detailed narrative,
from the veteran student’s perspective, that can resonate across all academic disciplines,
hierarchies, and government agencies in an effort to understand and help this special
student demographic. Furthermore, it is my hope that this study will promote the
development of support services and programs across all universities that would help
veteran students diagnosed with PTSD to thrive, and not just survive, in the post-service
academic environment.
In closing, I would like to express my sincerest gratitude and appreciation to this
research study’s veteran student participants, my brothers and sisters, who were bold and
brave enough to share their stories of trauma and victories. We shared many tears and
cheers and words of encouragement during the interviews conducted in this study, and
those experiences will resonate with me forever. Thank you so much, brothers and
sisters, for your support. I am proud to say that this mission is complete!
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APPENDIX B – EMAIL to Veteran Service Office (VSO)
From: Ralph Martinez, Doctoral Candidate (Brandman University)
To:

Veteran Service Office Representative

Subj: VETERAN STUDENTS NEEDED TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY

Dear (Veteran Service Office Representative),
I hope this email finds you safe and healthy as we all adjust to the new “normal” amidst COVID19. My name is Ralph Martinez and I am a 22-year Navy veteran and doctoral candidate in the
Brandman University Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program. I am currently
gathering data to complete my dissertation, and could use your assistance.

The purpose of my research study is to understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans
diagnosed with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Furthermore, it
was the intent of this study to explore the current and prospective services veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD believe were helpful or would be helpful in promoting their academic
success and persistence.

My objective is to collectively recruit between 12 veteran student participants enrolled at a
California State University in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino or Orange County. If
possible, would you be able to disseminate the attached “Invitation to Participate in a Research
Study” email to all the veteran students serviced by your Veteran Service Office (VSO)?

The contents of the email describe the purpose of the study, the eligibility criteria, my contact
information, and the contact information for the Brandman University Office of the Executive
Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs. Additionally, the email includes an informed consent form
as participation in my research study is completely voluntary.

Thank you for your time and consideration,

Ralph Martinez
Mart2417@mail.brandman.edu
(951) 218-3927
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APPENDIX C – Invitation to Participate in a Research Study (Participant)

From:

Ralph Martinez, Doctoral Candidate (Brandman University)

To:

Veteran students diagnosed with PTSD enrolled at a California State
University in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County

Purpose:

To identify research participants for the study

Sender:

mart2417@mail.brandman.edu

Subject:

VETERAN STUDENTS DIAGNOSED WITH PTSD ENROLLED AT
A CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY (CSU) IN RIVERSIDE, SAN
DIEGO, SAN BERNARDINO, OR ORANGE COUNTY NEEDED FOR
DOCTORAL RESEARCH STUDY

Hello,
My name is Ralph Martinez and I am a doctoral candidate in the Doctor of Education in
Organizational Leadership program at Brandman University. As a 22-year Navy veteran
diagnosed with PTSD, educator, and lifelong learner, I am seeking to more fully
understand the unique challenges experienced by veteran students diagnosed with PTSD
enrolled at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,
or Orange County. Additionally, I endeavor to describe the current and prospective
services offered by these CSUs that veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceived
were helpful or would have been helpful in promoting their positive academic outcomes
and persistence.

I am requesting your assistance in contributing to this study by participating in a virtual
interview that will take approximately 45 – 60 minutes. If you agree to participate you
can be assured your participation, including any and all information collected during the
interview, will be completely confidential. To protect your identity, you will be assigned
a participant # (e.g., Participant #1, Participant #2). The data yielded from the interview
will not reference your name, school, or county of your university. All information will
remain in a locked safe only accessible to me.
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To participate in this study, you must voluntarily sign an informed consent form (see
attachment) and meet the following criteria:
•

Be a veteran of the U.S. Armed Forces

•

Have a diagnosis of PTSD from a health professional (e.g., M.D., Psy.D., Clinical Social
worker) (Self-disclosure / No medical record verification required)

•

Be enrolled at a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San
Bernardino, or Orange County

I strongly encourage you to ask any questions, at any time, that will help clarify the
purpose of this study. Furthermore, you have the right to refuse to respond to any
interview questions, stop the interview, or withdraw from the study at any time.

If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to communicate with me
directly by email at mart2417@mail.brandman.edu or phone at (951) 218-3927.
You may also contact or write the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic
Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618 (949) 3417641.

Thank you for your time and consideration,

Ralph Martinez
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APPENDIX D – Informed Consent Form
DATE: 08/15/2020
INFORMATION ABOUT: A Phenomenological Replication Study on the Unique
Challenges Experienced by Veterans Diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) While Attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego,
San Bernardino, or Orange County.

RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Ralph Martinez

PURPOSE OF STUDY: The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological replication
study was to understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans diagnosed with
Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State University
(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. Furthermore, it was
the intent of this study to explore the current and prospective services offered by these
CSUs that veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceived were helpful or would have
been helpful in supporting their positive academic outcomes and persistence.

This study will fill in the gap in the research regarding the obstacles veteran students
diagnosed with PTSD experience while attending a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino or Orange County. The results of this study may
assist California public four-year universities and other institutions of higher learning in
the design of policy, curriculum, or programming designed to meet the needs of this
rapidly growing unique student population. This study may also provide faculty,
administrators, and other college constituents a better understanding of how PTSD
impacts students’ academic and social success.

By participating in this research study, I agree to participate in a virtual individual
interview. The interview will last between 45-60 minutes and will involve an
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experienced qualitative researcher who will act as an observer. Completion of the
interview will take place in November 2020.
I understand that:
•

There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research.

•

The Investigator will protect my confidentiality by storing any research materials
collected during the interview process in a locked safe in which only the researcher
has access to.

•

An independent experienced qualitative researcher will participate in the capacity of
observer to ensure the interview protocols are being followed.

•

The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the body of
research regarding veteran students diagnosed with PTSD enrolled in California fouryear public universities and the findings will be available to me at the conclusion of
the study.

•

I understand that I will be compensated with a $10.00 Starbucks gift card for my
participation in this study.

•

Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered by
Ralph Martinez. He can be reached by email at mart2417@mail.brandman.edu or by
phone at (951) 218-3927.

•

I understand that the virtual interview will be recorded (audio and video). The
recordings will be available only to the researcher, and will be used to capture the
interview discourse and to ensure the accuracy of the information collected during the
interview. Upon completion of the study all transcripts and notes taken by the
researcher during the interview will be shredded.

My participation in this research study is voluntary. I understand that I may refuse to
participate in or I may withdraw from this study at any time without negative
consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the interview at any time. I also understand
that no information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent and
that all personally identifiable information (PII) will be protected to the limits allowed by
law. If the study design or the use of data is to be changed, I will be so informed and my
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consent obtained. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about
the study or the informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Executive
Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon
Road, Irvine, CA 92618 Telephone (949) 341-7641. I acknowledge that I have received a
copy of this form and the Research participant’s Bill of Rights. I have read the above and
understand it and hereby consent to the procedure(s) set forth.
________________________________________ ___________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Date

_________________________________________ ____________
Signature of Principal Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX E – Brandman University Research Participants Bill of Rights
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights

Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment,
or who is requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:
1. To be told what the study is attempting to discover.
2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures, drugs
or devices are different from what would be used in standard practice.
3. To be told about the risks, side effects or discomforts of the things that may
happen to him/her.
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the
benefits might be.
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse
than being in the study.
6. To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to
be involved and during the course of the study.
7. To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.
8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any
adverse effects.
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.
10. To be free of pressures when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to
be in the study.
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the
researchers to answer them. You also may contact the Brandman University Institutional
Review Board, which is concerned with the protection of volunteers in research projects.
The Brandman University Institutional Review Board may be contacted either by
telephoning the Office of Academic Affairs at (949) 341-9937 or by writing to the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA, 92618.
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APPENDIX F – Audio Recording Release Form
AUDIO RELEASE FORM
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: A Phenomenological Replication Study on the Unique
Challenges Experienced by Veterans Diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
While Attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or
Orange County.
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON RD
IRVINE, CA 92618
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Ralph Martinez
I authorize Ralph Martinez, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate, to record my voice. I give
Brandman University and all persons or entities associated with this research study permission or
authority to use this recording for activities associated with this research study.

I understand the recording will be used for transcription purposes and the identifier-related
information obtained during the interview may be published in a journal or presented at meetings.
I will be consulted about the use of the audio recordings for any purpose other than those listed
above. Additionally, I waive any right to royalties or other compensation arising or related to the
use of information obtained from the recording.

By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the above
release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release any and all claims against any person or
organization utilizing this material.
________________________________________

_______________________

Participant Signature

Date Signed

________________________________________

_______________________

Researcher Signature

Date Signed

Ralph Martinez
Participant # ____
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APPENDIX G – Interview Guide
Date/Time:
Participant Name:
Participant Number:
Introductory Script
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this virtual interview. Before we get started, I
would like to ask your permission to record the virtual interview. I want to accurately
represent your experiences and recording helps ensure that. Again, no names, pictures, or
anything that would compromise your identity will be shared; the recording of the
interview is just for data analysis and transcription accuracy purposes. To affirm you
consent please repeat the statement “I voluntarily consent to the recording of this
interview”
[Begin recording, if granted.]
As part of my dissertation research, I am conducting individual interviews with veterans
diagnosed with PTSD who are currently attending a California State University (CSU) in
Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County. The purpose of this virtual
interview is to learn about your experiences as a veteran who is currently navigating the
California State University system and identify factors that helped you succeed. We will
also explore those obstacles you may have experienced that you believe may have
impeded your progress. The virtual interview should take 45-60 minutes to complete.
Anything that you share during this virtual interview will remain confidential. My
dissertation will not include your name or any personally identifying information (PII).
Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may refuse to answer any question;
just simply say, “skip that question” and I will move on.
We will be talking about your higher education experiences today, and I don’t anticipate
any sensitive information will be exposed. However, as a veteran diagnosed with PTSD,

178

I am aware that there are some questions that will lead to discourse you may find
upsetting or triggering. If this happens, it’s understandable, and please, feel free to
request a short break or terminate the interview altogether. Do you have any questions
about the interview process?
[Share on screen participants signed informed consent form].
The document shared on your screen is your signed informed consent form. It explains
much of the information I just shared. It also outlines the potential risks and benefits
associated with your participation. Please take a moment to, once again, read over the
form. If you agree to participate, we will continue. If you do not want to continue with
the study, please let me know, and I will terminate the interview.
[Confirm verbal consent was provided by participant].
Protocol Questions
Before asking the specific interview questions, I have some background questions to ask
you:

1. Which branch of the Armed Forces did you serve in, and how many years did you
serve?
2. How long have you been affected by PTSD?
3. Have you received any veteran benefits to help you cope with the PTSD?
4. How many years have you attended the university?
5. Did you complete any other college coursework before enrolling at the university?
Interview Questions
1) What motivated you to pursue a college education?
Probes:
a. Career, personal goal, recognition?
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b. Were others involved (friends, family, counselors, mentors, peers)?
2) Describe the successes you have experienced at the university?
Probes:
a. Academic
b. Financial Aid
c. Social
3) What challenges have you faced that have affected your experience at the university?
(Financial, Academic, or Social)
Probes:
a. Are there other challenges – Personal, Medical, Mental Health?
4) Have you experienced obstacles at the university that you believe your civilian
counterparts do not encounter?
a. Probe for isolation, social anxiety, avoidant behaviors
5) How has PTSD affected your experience at the university?
a. Probe for emotional affects, depression, problems focusing or concentrating
6) What strategies have you employed to overcome the challenges or obstacles you faced
at the University?
a. Probe for self-talk, goal-setting, celebrating small wins, using resources (on/off
campus)
7) What support services has the university provided you, as a veteran student, that
helped you succeed?
a. Probe for VRC, VA educational benefits, DSS, financial aid (GI Bill, Cal
Grant, Pell Grant), tutoring, mentoring, veteran-specific courses, mental health
8) Were there any services offered by the university to support you as veteran student
with PTSD?
Probe:
a. Were the support services helpful/ not helpful?
b. How did you learn about the support services available to veteran students?
9) Were there any other services the university could offer that you believe would have
improved your experience as a veteran student with PTSD?

180

10) Do you have anything else you would like to share about your experiences and how
you manage to succeed and persist in your endeavor to complete your degree?
In addition to the specific probes indicated above, the researcher used additional probes
when necessary to better understand the lived experiences of the veteran student
participants
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

“What did you mean by ……..?”
“Do you have more to add?”
“Would you expand upon that a bit?"
“Why do think that was the case?”
“Could you please tell me more about…. “
“Can you give me an example of …..”
“How did you feel about that?”
“What would that look like?”
“Has your opinion changed over time?”

Closing Script
That is all the questions I have for you at this time. Thank you, once again, for taking the
time to participate in this study. If you have any additional questions or concerns, please
let me know. Otherwise, I will end the recording and conclude the interview.
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APPENDIX H – Field Test Feedback Form
1. How long did the interview take? _____ Did the time seem to be
appropriate?
2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel I was prepared to conduct the interview? Is there
something I could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think
that was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that
was the case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be
and how would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX I – Invitation to Participate in a Research Study (Qualitative Researcher)
STUDY: A Phenomenological Replication Study on the Unique Challenges Experienced
by Veterans Diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) While Attending a
California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange
County.

Dear (Name of Potential Experienced Qualitative Researcher):

This letter is to invite you to participate in a phenomenological research study as a
professional expert. My name is Ralph Martinez, and I am doctoral candidate in the
Doctor of Education and Organizational Leadership program at Brandman University. I
am currently conducting research under the supervision of Dr. Patrick Ainsworth on the
unique challenges and needs of veteran students diagnosed with PTSD currently
attending a California State University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino or
Orange County. My research study will also explore what current and prospective
services the veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceived were helpful or would have
been helpful in achieving their academic success and persistence.

What is the purpose of this research study? The purpose of this qualitative
phenomenological study is to identify the unique challenges experienced by veterans
diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County.
Furthermore, it is the purpose of this study to describe the current and prospective
services offered by CSU that current veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceived as
helpful or would have been helpful to achieving their academic success and persistence.

What will your involvement in this study mean? As an experienced qualitative
researcher, your involvement will encompass reviewing and critiquing the research
instrument and field test. To mitigate researcher bias, and to ensure the safety of the
participants, I would like for you scrutinize each of the interview questions, and provide
feedback with ways to improve the instrument. Upon completion of a field test, I will be
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sharing the results with you and asking that you review the data to ensure the accuracy
and reliability of the instrument and to ensure the interview questions are aligned with the
research questions.

While participation in this study is completely voluntary, there are potential risks of
involvement related to the participants’ psychological well-being. To minimize any risk
to the participants, they are all advised they can take a break or withdraw from the
research study at any time for any reason.

If you have any questions regarding this phenomenological research study, please do not
hesitate to contact me at (951) 218-3927 or by email at mart2417@mail.brandman.edu.
You can also contact my dissertation chairperson Dr. Patrick Ainsworth at (530) 3689542 or by email at painswor@brandman.edu.

Thank you very much for your interest and assistance in this phenomenological study.

Sincerely,

Ralph Martinez
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APPENDIX J – Alignment Table
Research Questions

Interview Question (IQ)

Related Literature

What types of student services not currently

What could the university

Calahan & Jarrat, 2014;

offered at a California State University (CSU) in

have done to inform you

Calvet, 2019; CSUSB,

Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange

about the services

n.d.; CSUSM, n.d.;

County do veteran students diagnosed with PTSD

available to student

Regents of the

perceive would have helped increase their

veterans?

University of

positive academic outcomes?

California, 2019; San
Diego State University,
2019; SDSU World
Campus, 2019; UC San
Diego, 2019; University
of California Riverside,
2019

What challenges do veteran students diagnosed

What are the challenges

Alschuler & Yarab,

with PTSD experience that are detrimental to

you faced or continue to

2018; Anxiety and

their positive academic outcomes while enrolled

face during your time at

Depression Association

at a California State University (CSU) in

the university?

of America, 2018;

Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange
County?

Arman, 2016;
What challenges did you

Association for the

experience or continue to

University and

experience as a student

Counseling Center

veteran pursuing a degree

Directors, 2012;

that you believe your

Association of

civilian counterparts

American Universities,

probably did not or do not

2019; Auman-Bauer,

experience?

2018; Babbel, 2012;
Babin, 2020; Barry,

Could you share an

2015; Bosari, et. al.,

example of a specific

2017; Boyington, 2014;

challenge(s) you

Boyraz, et. al., 2013;

experienced in your

Brandes, et. al., 2002;

academic journey that

Callahan & Jarrat,

stemmed from your

2014; Cameron,

PTSD?

Sturdivant, & Baker,
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2019; Castro & Kintzle,
2016; Chingos, 2018;
Clemans, n.d., Dame,
2018; Hachey, et. al.,
2016; Hassan, et. al.,
2010; iGrad, 2020;
Kalsner, 1991;
Kantrowitz, 2009;
Kees, et. al., 2017;
Koch, 2011; Lake,
2019; Mackay-Neorr,
2019; Mahoney, Dalby,
& King, 1998;
McMahon, 2019;
Medley, et. al., 2017;
Moody, 2019; National
Center for PTSD, U.S.
Department of Veterans
Affairs, 2018; Neylan,
et. al., 2004; Pereira, et.
al., 2018; Persky &
Oliver, 2011; Pranger,
Murphy, & Thompson,
2009; PTSD: National
Center for PTSD, 2018;
RAINN, 2020;
Rapaport, 2019; Read,
Radomski, & Bosari,
2015; Reid & Moore,
2008; Richardson,
Frueh, & Acierno,
2010; Schonfeld, et. al.,
n.d.; Seahorn, 2016;
Smith, Vilhauer, &
Chafos, 2017;
Summary, 2013; The
Duke Perspective,
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2018; U.S. Department
of Veterans Affairs:
Office of Research &
Development, 2017;
U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs, 2018;
Ware, 2018; WilliamsKlotz & GansemerTopf, 2017
What strategies do veteran students diagnosed

What strategies did you

Barry, 2015; Breier,

with PTSD use to mitigate the challenges faced

use or do you use to help

2019; Callahan &

while enrolled at a California State University

you overcome the

Jarrat, 2014; CalVet,

(CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino,

challenges you faced or

2019; CSUSM Veteran

or Orange County?

continue to face as you

Services, n.d.; Kelly,

negotiate academia?

2018; Regents of the
University of

Describe the successes

California, 2019; San

you have experienced at

Diego State University,

the university?

2019; SDSU World
Campus, 2019; UC San

Do you have any other

Diego, 2019; University

thoughts or considerations

of California Riverside,

you would like to share

2019

about your experiences
and how you manage to
succeed and persist in
your endeavor to
complete your degree?
What types of student services are offered by a

What services did the

CSUSM Veteran

California State University (CSU) in Riverside,

university offer to you, as

Services, n.d.; Kelly,

San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County do

a student veteran, that

2018; Regents of the

veteran students diagnosed with PTSD perceive

helped you succeed?

University of

to be most beneficial for increasing their positive
academic outcomes?

California, 2019; San
Which services were

Diego State University,

offered by the university

2019; SDSU World

to support student

Campus, 2019; UC San

veterans with PTSD?

Diego, 2019; University
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of California Riverside,
Describe the successes

2019

you have experienced at
the university.
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APPENDIX K – Brandman University IRB Authorization to Conduct Research
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
IRB Application Procedures

BUIRB: The BUIRB has the responsibility and authority to review and approve all research
projects by Brandman faculty and students conducting research involving human subjects as
defined in 45 CFR 46.102. All investigators must submit their research protocol to the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) for review and approval prior to commencing the research
project. The BUIRB will approve only research that conform to the professional standards as
understood within the relevant discipline.

The BUIRB consists of a least one member from: Arts and Sciences; Education; Nursing and
Health Professions; Institutional Research and Planning; Community Member; and Human
Research Protection Officer.

All IRB applications are to be sent to the Chair of BUIRB Dr. Keith Larick at
BUIRB@brandman.edu.

THE PROCESS

1) All BUIRB information, processes and forms may be accessed at
https://my.brandman.edu/teams/academicaffairs/IRB/SitePages/Home.aspx
2) All IRB forms should be download forms and filled out on a computer. Handwritten applications
will not be accepted.
3) The IRB application may not be submitted prior to approval by the faculty advisor, sponsor or
dissertation chair. The Ed.D. Application may not be submitted for review until the dissertation
committee has conducted the formal proposal defense and it has been approved by the Brandman
Quality Control committee.
4) When the IRB Application has been completed and the faculty advisor, sponsor or Chair has
approved the application he/she send an email message to the IRB Chair at
BUIRB@brandman.edu indicating permission for the student to submit the application (not
required of faculty researchers). The IRB application will not be processed without this approval.
The email to the IRB chair is accepted as their signature. The message form the chair to the IRB
chair should be stated as: “I have reviewed the IRB Application for _________________(name of
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student) and have endorsed the application”. The researcher may then email the following as
attachments to the same email address.

5.1 IRB Action Form
5.2 IRB Application Form
5.3 Letter of Invitation to Subjects
5.4 Informed Consent Form
5.5 Copy of Instrument (s), Scripts or other Data Collection Methods
5.6 Copy of NIH Certificate
5.7 Other support materials critical to the application
5)

Each attachment should be labeled as BUIRB.Surname.Form.doc. An example
would be: BUIRB.Anderson.Application.doc or BUIRB.Anderson.Informed
Consent form.doc

7) All IRB forms must be in Word document format. All documents (application, consent form,
etc.) may be combined into a Zipped Folder. Hard copy documents should be scanned to a PDF.
8) The BUIRB Chair will check the IRB application and send the packet via email to other members
of BUIRB for review. The board will meet virtually to review the application. The decision of
BUIRB will be sent to the researcher and faculty advisor, sponsor or dissertation chair via email.
A final letter of BUIRB approval will be emailed to applicants with the study’s assigned number.
The letter and study number should be retained for future reference. A copy of the BUIRB letter
should be included in the appendix of dissertations and listed in the table of contents.

DIRECTIONS

1) Questions concerning the IRB process should be directed to Dr. Keith Larick at
BUIRB@brandman.edu.
2) All signatures are to be in electronic format.
3) The faculty advisor, sponsor or chair’s approval e-mail message to the BUIRB chair is accepted
as their signature. The message from the chair to the BUIRB chair should be stated as: “I have
reviewed ____________(name of student) application and they have my permission to submit the
IRB application.”
4) An exhibit of the consent form signed by research participants is all that is required for the
application process.
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5) A copy of a purchase order or letter granting permission to use a copyrighted instrument is
required.
6) The Brandman logo should not be used on any document.
7) Students should never represent themselves as a representative of the university.
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APPENDIX L - Interview Proposed Date and Time Schedule
From: Ralph Martinez
To:

Research Study Participant

Subj: PROPOSED RESEARCH INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

Dear Research Participant,

I want to thank you once again for your voluntary participation in this phenomenological
research study. Below is a proposed schedule to conduct the virtual interview. Please
select a date and time that works best for you.
Week of: 11/2/20 – 11/8/20
Mon
11/2

Tue
11/3

Mon
11/9

Tue
11/10

Wed
11/4

Thu
11/5

Fri
11/6

Sat
11/7

Sun
11/8

Sat
11/15

Sun
11/16

11 – 12pm
1 – 2pm
3 – 4 pm
5 – 6pm
7 – 8pm

Week of: 11/9/20 – 11/16/20
Wed
11/12

Thu
11/13

Fri
11/14

11 – 12pm
1 – 2pm
3 – 4pm
5 – 6pm
7 – 8pm

If the proposed dates and times listed above do not align with your schedule, please
contact me directly by email at mart2417@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at (951) 2183927 so we can schedule a time that would be mutually convenient.

Kindest regards,

Ralph Martinez
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APPENDIX M – Thank You Letter to Interview Participants

Dear Qualitative Research Study Participant,

Thank you for participating in my qualitative research study. It was my distinct pleasure
to meet, interview and observe you as part of the data collection for my study. As a
veteran student diagnosed with PTSD, educator, and lifelong learner, I have gained a
tremendous amount of insight into the best ways to serve and encourage other veteran
students diagnosed with PTSD. Now that my data collection is complete, I will begin to
review and analyze the data to establish findings and conclusions.

I am optimistic that my study will be completed by December of 2020. At that time, I
will be more than happy to share my study with you as you will be an integral part of it. I
am confident that your involvement in my study will be instrumental in the development
of curriculum and programming which supports veteran students in achieving positive
academic outcomes and collegiate persistence.

If you have any questions or would like any additional information about this study,
please feel free to contact me at (951) 218-3927 or via email at
mart2417@mail.brandman.edu.

Thank you for your participation in this research study.

Ralph Martinez, Ed.D (Doctoral Candidate)
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APPENDIX N – VSO Confirmation Email to Participate in Research Study
From: Ralph Martinez <mart2417@mail.brandman.edu>
Sent: Wednesday, February 17, 2021 5:02 PM
To: ccook@fullerton.edu <ccook@fullerton.edu>
Cc: narman@fullcoll.edu <narman@fullcoll.edu>; Ainsworth, Patrick
<painswor@brandman.edu>; mthomas@calstate.edu <mthomas@calstate.edu>
Subject: INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY
Hello Mr. Cook,
My name is Ralph Martinez and I am a 22-year Navy veteran attempting to complete my Doctorate of Education in Organizational
Leadership degree. In November, you may have received an email from Dr. Thomas (CSU System Director of Veteran's Affairs)
requesting your assistance in disseminating an email to participate in a research study to the veteran students in your care. I would
like to thank you for disseminating this to your veterans; however, as of yet, I have not received any interest.
Now that the new year has begun, I would like to request another attempt at reaching this student demographic. The main objective of
my research study is to explore and educate others on the unique challenges veteran students diagnosed with PTSD experience as they
transition out of the military and into the collegiate environment. My objective is to recruit 12 participants across several CSUs and
conduct confidential virtual interviews.
Attached is the recruitment letter for your review and, hopefully, dissemination. If you have any questions or require any additional
information, please feel free to call or email me directly.
Again, thank you so very much for your assistance.
Ralph Martinez
mart2417@mail.brandman.edu
(951) 218-3927
Mr. Martinez,
Thank you Sir for the email and follow up. Sincerest apologies on my previous lack of response. Keeping up with emails is always a
challenge. Truly sorry about that. We can definitely help you out with distributing your questionnaire. Before we send it out, we
usually like to meet with you to learn more about your research and goals.If you are interested in having a quick conversation, please
see below for the time/dates that work best for us.

Thank you for your time and patience. Look forward to speaking with you soon.
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APPENDIX O – Request to Participate in Research Study (CSU Director of Veteran’s
Affairs)
From: Ralph Martinez, Brandman University, Doctoral Candidate
To:

Dr. Marshall Thomas, California State University Director of Veteran’s Affairs

Subj: RESEARCH STUDY PARTICIPATION REQUEST
Hello Dr. Thomas,
I hope this email finds you well. As I am hoping you can tell from the subject line, I passed my
proposal defense (with a few modifications). After careful consideration and consultation with
my Chair and committee members, we elected to exclude the UC system and add CSUF to the
study.
With that said, I am moving forward with my IRB application and would like to formally invite
you to participate in my research study. The title of my dissertation is:
A Phenomenological Replication Study on the Unique Challenges Experienced by Veterans
Diagnosed with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) While Attending a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino, or Orange County
The purpose of my research study is to understand the unique challenges experienced by veterans
diagnosed with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) while attending a California State
University (CSU) in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino or Orange County. Furthermore, it is
the intent of this study to explore the current and prospective services veteran students diagnosed
with PTSD believe were helpful or would be helpful in promoting their academic success and
persistence.
My objective is to collectively recruit 12 veteran student participants enrolled at a California State
University in Riverside, San Diego, San Bernardino or Orange County. If possible, once I
receive IRB approval to move forward, would you be able to disseminate an “Invitation to
Participate in a Research Study” email to the respective VSO representatives for distribution to
their veteran students?
The contents of the email describe the purpose of the study, the eligibility criteria, my contact
information, and the contact information for the Brandman University Office of the Executive
Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs. Additionally, the email includes an informed consent form
as participation in my research study is completely voluntary. As per your request, I have
attached the documents for your review.
As I stated in our telephone conversation, your participation in the study would greatly enhance
my chances of reaching this particular veteran student population and is greatly appreciated.
Thank you, again, for your time and consideration,
Ralph Martinez
Mart2417@mail.brandman.edu
(951) 218-3927
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